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FOREWORD 

Until recently, aboriginal woman has occnpied rather an 
obscure place in Australian anthropology; and in popular 
imagination, at least, she has too often been lost to view 
beneath the burdens imposed upon her by her menfolk. 
There has been little attempt to analyse the extent to 
which she participates in religion, the nature and importance 
of her contribution to the tribal economy. It was with the 
object of making a more specific study of the position of 
w'omen in an aboriginal community that, at the suggestion 
of Professor Elkin, I carried out research in North-West 
Australia, both tn 1934 and in 1935 to 1:936. In its original 
form my material was presented as a thesis for the degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy at the London School of Economics 
in 1938: but since then it has been revised and abridged, 
and the title changed to one that sums up my attempt to 
portray aboriginal woman as she really is—complex social 
personality, having her own prerogatives, duties, problems, 
beliefs, rituals, and point of view; making the adjustments 
that the social, local, and totcmic organization require of 
her, and at the same time exercising a certain freedom of 
choice in matters affecting her own interests and desires. 

This book las^s no claim to finality, as apart from my 
tnaiTi object 1 had also to mate a survey of the totemism, 
local organization and kinship systems of North, East, and 
Central Kimberley, In 1934. as the holder of a research 
grant from the Australian National Research Council, I 
went to Forrest River for four months, and later visited 
the Miriwim tribe in East Kimberley, and also the NytU- 
Nyul at Beagle Bay Mission. In May, 1935, under a fellow¬ 
ship. 1 returned to the Kimberleys. and spent six months 
altogether with the Lunga tribe, three months with Wolmeri, 
and shorter periods with the Djaru, Miriwun, Malngin, 
Wula, Kunian, Punaba, and Nyigina. 

bi 
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With the exception of those living on the missions, mc5st 
of the natives in this region are concentrated about the 
station homesteads, and are employed in stockwork, 
gardening, and domestic duties. They wear European 
clothes and receive rations of Bour, tea, beef, and tobacco. 
It ts only during the " wet" season, when work slackens 
off between September and March, that they go " walk¬ 
about " in the bush to hold their inter-tribal meetings for 
initiation and mourning ceremonies. During the winter I 
bad perforce to remain at the homesteads, collecting 
genealogies, accounts of local organiaation, totemisni, and 
rites, observing life in the camp, and witnessing a few 
ceremonies. 

However, from September to December 1 attended inter¬ 
tribal meetings in the Horth Lunga territory, where I had 
opportunities of seeiitg corroborees, and aocompanyii^ the 
men and women on their hunting and foragir^ expeditions. 
From December to March f was present at similar assemblies 
of the Wolmeri, Kunian, Punalra, and Nyigina natives in 
the Fitzroy River and Christmas Creek districts. As a 
result of my movements from one tribe to another, 1 had 
no time to master the languages, But the natives have 
been in contact with the whites for over forty years ; they 
are remarkably fluent in a pidgin-English which differs 
from that current in New Guinea, and approximates much 
more doeely to spoken English. I, of course, learnt phrases, 
acquired large vocabularies, and used native terms wherever 
possible. I was also able to keep some check on native 
conversations and the answers of informants. I did not 
pay the natives, though from time to time I made gifts of 
food, axes, knives, and other articles. When I witnessed 
ceremonies, I distributed flour, tea, and a few presents to 
the chief participants and headmen. 

All told, there are probably about 6,000 natives in the 
Kimberley Division, though the annual report quotes a 
figure of over 7,000. 1 roughly estimated that there were 
from 600 to 800 Lunga (or Kidja], who are one of the 
largest tribes. They are living at Moola Bulla, Bedford, 
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Alice Downs, Violet Valley, and Turkey Creek- The Djaru 
(or Nyinin) and the Wolmeri have also about the same 
population ; the tonner extend to the south-west of Halls 
Creek and east to Gordon Downs; the latter orieinally 
occupied a belt of territory south of the Fitzroy River from 
Kalyeeda and Chenabun Stations east to Sturt Creek and 
Billiluna. A few of their numbers are also to be found at 
Go Go and Noonkanbah. The others—the Miriwun, Malign, 
Kunian, and Punaba—-are smaller tribes and have smaller 
territories. For a distribution of these tribes see the 
accompanying map.* As I did not visit all the stations 
within the tribal boundaries, I had no means of collecting 
complete demographic details. 

Despite the fact that I was a nomadic fieldworker, my 
mater^ possesses a certain unity of content, because the 
tribes of the Kimberleys are similar in temperament and 
remarkably homogeneous in culture- Those of East and 
Central Kimberley have subsections, the same type of 
prescribed marriage and kinship obligations. The Forrest 
River and Wula natives bave patrilineal moieties, and the 
Nyigina and Nyul-Nyul have sections. There are a few 
variations in mythology, details of ceremonial life, the rules 
governing descent of totems, and the manufacture of certain 
implements and weapons. But the women play much the 
same rfile in tribal economy, and exercise similar rights in 
marriage and social life. I have therefore been able to 
formulate generalizations which are valid for all these 
tribes. Furthermore, they probably have an even wider 
sphere of application. Research elsewhere has revealed that 
in profane activities the women enjoy a large measure of 
independence and make an important contribution to the 
economy. It is to be hoped that my own data will give a 
new emphasis to such iactois, and that in future they will 
be more closely analysed in relation to the social status of 
vvomen. On the other hand, my contention that aboriginal 
woman is not only profane but also sacred, may create 
some controversy; and some may assert that it is only in 

1 I bavQ to ihsjiV Mr. ClLffoid Ctiard oJ Sydney for dnwEP^ tho nnp. 
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North-West AustraJia that the women partidpate to any 
marked extent in religion. Further research may prove this 
assumption correct, but it is not sufficient to say that else¬ 
where the women are excluded from the sacred ritual of 
the men. In the Kimberleys there is also a striking ritual 
differentiation between the sexes, and the women are 
forbidden to witness cult-totem, and initiation 

ceremonies on pain of death. Nevertheless they possess 
totems, have spiritual affiliations with the sacred past, and 
periorm their own sacred rites from which the men are 
excluded. Evidence of similar phenomena is not lacking 
from other parts of the continent, particularly from Central 
Australia; but there has been little attempt to dehue their 
place in the religion of the tribes. Until a systematic study 
of women's ceremonies and attitudes has been made, we 
have no grounds for assuming on the data now available, 
that the men represent the sacred clement in the community 
and the women the profane element. 

This book offers no new theoiy of culture; for the 
moment I am substantially in agreement with that 
formulated by Professor Mahnowski and others of his 
school. 1 have correlated my material as far as possible 
with the rest of Australian ethnology, and have drawn 
attention to the theoretical implications of my own data. 
My main object has been to put on record a detailed 
description of the life of the women, to suggest avenues for 
future research, and to indicate some of the problems that 
await the attention of the ficldworker who can spend a year 
or longer with one tribe and leam the language. Until this 
has been done, it is impossible to take up the wider theoretical 
issues as to why, for instance, the ceremonial life of the men 
is more complex and richer artistically than that of the 
women. 

The women are the focus of attention throughout this 
book, but 1 have not achieved this at the expense of limit i n g 
myself to an account of specifically feminine pursuits. If 
my theme is women, it is one that has involved a contrast 
and comparison of their activities with those of the men. 
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with due recognition of the co-operation that exists between 
the sexes, the beliefs they share in common, and the laws 
to which they both conform. The women have been seen 
in relation to their environment and to tribal culture in all 
its aspects. 

To my many friends among the Aborigines T owe a debt 
of gratitude for the privilege of witnessing their secret 
ceremonies» for the help* patience^ and tolerance they 
invariably extended to me. This book will in some measure 
repay that debt^ if it removes some of the misconceptions 
of w'hich they, as an alien race, have unhappily been the 
victims: if it arouses some interest in their problems, and 
creates some appreciation of them as m^viduals and 
personalities, possessing their own values and a culture 
adapted to their way of life. 

I am deeply grateful to the Australian National Research 
Council for the assistance I received from its officers, and 
for the research grants and fellowship which enabled me 
to carry out fieldwork in North-West Australia, and to 
write up my material later. Profe^r A. P. Elknip himself 
an authority on Australian kinship and totemism, directed 
my research and gave me the benefit of his previous 
experience in the Kimberleys and the use of his unpublished 
field-notes. His criticism, encouragement, and his confidence 
in me were a constant stimulus while I was in the field; 
and his sense of justice and unfailing generosity have tided 
me over many difficulties. I count it a privilege to have 
been associated with him in my work. 

My thanks are due to Mr. A. O. Nevillep Chief Com¬ 
missioner for Native Affairs m West Austreliap for permission 
to work among the nativeSp and for the interest he displayed 
in my r^earch. As most of the aborigines whom I studied 
were living on the sheep and cattle stations, 1 was 
particularly dependent on the goodwill and help of the 
European residents. With the spontaneity and kindness 
that is so typical of the north-west^ they made me welcome 
at their homesteads, provided transport, and assisted me in 
every possible way* WTiere there is scarcely one individual 
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who did not raider me a service, it is invidious to mention 
names ; but I should like to thank some for the hospitality 
they extended to me over many weeks, and for the very 
pleasant memories I have of my visit to the Kimberleys. 
Among these are the Rev. Frank Bush and Mis. Uwrence 
of Forrest River Mj^^ion, the Rt, Rev* Moiisignor Raible of 
Beagle Bay Mission, Mr, M. P, Diinick of Argyk, Mr. R. 
Durack and the Misses Mary and Elizabeth Durack of 
Ivanhoe, Mr. and Mrs. A. T. Woodland of Moola Bulla, 
Mr. J. Bennett, head-stockmaD of Moola Bulla, Mr. T. 
Crooks of Wyndhara who asisted me with my photography, 
Mr. and Mrs. G, Smith of Bedford, Mr. and Mrs. E. Millard 
of Go Go, Mr. A. Millard of Christmas Creek, Mr. A. Seaton 
2 Brooking Creek, Mr. and Mis. Henwood of Noonkanbah, 
M. Downing of Gordon Downs, Mr. and Mrs. H. McBeath 
of Violet Valley, and the manners of Flora Valley and 
Quanbun Stations, 

Anthropology is a maiiy*sided science. When the 
anthropologist has completed his or her fieldwork, there is 
still the problem of creating order out of the chac5s in the 
notebooks, of disentangling contradictions, of presenting a 
culture as a living reality and of abstracting principles that 
have a general sociological relevance. It is impossible within 
the compass of an introduction to trace the spiritual ancestry 
of a book in the making, but in the process of writing up 
my material I was particularly fortunate to be able to 
attend the seminars of two anthropologists. Professor 
MdinowTiki and Dr. Raymond Firth, whose writings and 
fieldwork have considerably moulded my own approach to 
Mthropology. and proved a constant source of stimulus 
I am sincerdy grateful to Dr. Firth, who supervised my 
thesis, for his provocative and pertetiating criticism of my 
manu^pt in its factual and theoretical aspects. I should 
also like to thank Professor Radcliife-Brovim. Dr. Audrey 
Richards, Professor Elkin, and Dr. Margaret Mead. 

I can only express inadequately the value T attach to 
my many discussions with my friend, Dr. Margot Hentze, 
the historian. Her appreciation of other cultures, her 
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uoderstanduig of, and sensitiveiiess to the point of view 
of other nationalities, her honesty of thought and imparti¬ 
ality in handling facts, the qualities of imagination and 
style in her own writings, have been a source of inspiration 
to me in a subject that is so closely related to history. 

I have dedicated this book to Professor Malinowski in 
acknowledgment of my debt to him as an anthropologist, 
as one who, without sacrificing scientific objectivity and 
integrity to fact, has been able to approach the study of 
culture and civilisation with the imagination and sensitive¬ 
ness of an artist. 

P. M. K, 


KtLABT]^ 

Kmw GvmwA* 

May, 19J9. 










INTRODUCTION 

From the earliest days of the settiemcnt of Australia 
there have been men ot various interests who have recorded 
infomiation about the Aborigines. The first of these was 
Tudge-Advocate Collins who arrived witli the first fleet. 
Explorers, particularly George Grey and J, Eyre, dwoted 
special sections of their published reports to descnptioia of 
Aboriginal life and manners. Many missionaries have 
written articles and boohs on the same ^bject, though their 
best contributions have been linguistic. Amongst th^ 
workers, we think chiefly of L. E. Threlkeld, C. W. 
Schurmann, George Taphn, W. Ridley, Otto Sicbert, H, 
Kempe, D. McKiUop, T, T. Webb, j. N, Hey, John Mathew, 
E. WorniSp above all Pastor Strdilow and K- o* 
Love, Then there have been cornpilers and editors, especially 
John Fmser {An Attsiraliatt Lar^uage), G. Taplin (TA« 
Folklore, Manners, Ctts#(>ws and Languages of the Soii/A 
Australian Aborigines), J. E. Woods {The Naiioe Tribes of 
South Audralia), J. Brough-Smyth {The 0/ 

Victoria), and Cutr {The Australian Race), who have brought 
together and edited the raanuscripte of all types of people 
who had some experience of Aborigines. R- H- Mathews 
and A. W. Howitt bridge the gulf between compilers and 
independent workers, for they not only gathered much 
tniormalion from residents in various parts of the continent, 
but used the material thus coUected in an endeavour to 
understand the principles inherent in Aboriginal swial and 
ceremonial life; further, in pursuance of this object they 
both did original fieldwork, just before their main studies 
were published in the first decade of this centmy, Spenc^ 
and Gillen’s classic The Native Tribes of Central Austn^ta 
appeared; this opened the eyes of the anthropologic^ 
world to the vital and complex totemic and ceremoniaJ 
aspect of Aboriginal life. Further contributions of same 
kind were made by these authors in The Northern Tribes of 
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Central Aitslralia and in Professor Spencer's f<lative Tribes 
of the Northtrn Territory ^ while Pastor Strehldw published a 
little later his records of the mythology, ceremonials and 
various ctistoms of the Aranda and Lorttja of Central 
Australia. Mrs. Parker placed on record her knowledge of 
the Aborigines of the r^on of New South Wales where she 
lived —The Buahtayi Tribe, and Mrs. Daisy Bates has given 
us useful data gained in long experience of a life of service 
amongst the Aborigines. Finally, Dr. W. E. Roth recorded 
much information regarding the Aborigines of Central- 
Western and North Queensland, much of it, unfortunately, 
in an epitomized dry-as-dust form of presentation. 

Thus did the literature on the Abodgines grow in volume 
and with the work of Spencer, Roth, Howitt, Mathews, and 
Strehlow, in value. Howitt, with the help of Lorimer Fison, 
had drawn attention to the interesting form of social 
organiaation found in Eastern Australia, which consists of 
moieties and sections (then termed marriage classes) ; 
Spencer did the same for the Northern Territory, and R. H. 
Mathews published many papers on sections and sub¬ 
sections and worked out the relation of these to marriage 
with certain kinds of second cousin. His W'ork, however, 
distributed through various learned Journals, was, and is, 
not very well known. It was left to A. R. Raddiffe^Brown 
(ance Professor) to put the study of Aboriginal social 
organization on a sound basis, and to show the relationship 
of kinship, sections, subsections and moieties, local organiza¬ 
tion and totemism. This was in 1911-15. 

The Great War of 1914-1S put a stop to research, and 
little more was done until 1936 when the Department of 
Anthropology was formed in the University of Sydney and 
Anthropological research was organized by the Australian 
National Research Council and financed by the Rockefeller 
Foundation. Many trained workers have since then been 
engaged in the Australian held. Readers of Oceania ^ are 

* A qnuterty Joanul [iiibUilted by tbv AiutniUui Kntioiu] Rescaicb 
CociDcil (br tlid recoMiof thv Qt fleldvark In. Anitralm. MdioiEsiBL 
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f amili ar with their names and some of their reports— 
Professors Radclifie-Brown, Warner, Porteus, suad myself, 
Drs. Thompson, Fiddington, Hart, Stanner, Sharp, Capelt, 
and Phyllis Kaberry, Mr. Laves, Mr. T. G. H. Strcldow, 
Miss McConnel, Miss Pint and Mrs, C. Kelly; in addition, 
there have been expeditions from the University of Adelaide, 
usually consisting of several members, concentrating for 
the most part on physical anthropology, though Dr. Fry 
and Mr. N. Tindale have made some contributions to social 
anthropology. Fin filly, working independently of the 
Australian National Research Council, Dr. Roheim made a 
psycho-analytical study of the Aranda, Dr. Davidson 
concentrated on the material culture and art, mostly in 
parts of the Northern Territory, and Dr. Nekes is doing 
linguistic research in the Southern Kimberley district, I have 
not enumerated all the writers, nor have I attempted to 
mention all their articles and books. This would take many 
pages. But the startling fact is that if we omit the work of 
Dr. Phyllis Kabeny, there has been hardly any contribution 
made to our knowledge of the life of Aboriginal women. 
The exceptions are ; the simple but interesting portrayal of 
Huahlayi life by Mis. Parker who obviously gained her 
infonnation mainly through assodation with the native 
women, and so has something to say about childhood and 
motherhood and female magicians : Dr. Roheim’s article on 
the women's Ule in Central Australia, which shows that the 
women have ceremonies of their own,^ and the glimpses of 
the part played by women in ceremonial and social life, 
given by Miss U. McConnel in her reports on the Aborigines 
of Cape York Peninsula, published in Oceania, 

There is some excuse for this dearth of infonnation 
regarding women in Aboriginal life. Almost all the writeis 
and observers, trained or not, have been males, and have 
somewhat naturally sought their information from, and 
studied native life through, the men. Further, the rigid 
dichotomy which exists between the sexes in the ceiemoiual 

^ " Wqnwu and Their life in Central Australia/' Journal Royal 
Afsihropokigical vol. 6^^ 1939^ pp. 
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life and to a lesser depee in social and economic life, causes 
the male anthropologist to become identified 'with the men 
and their ceremonial life, and therefore, in principle, taboo 
with regard to many matters vrliich belong to the life of 
the women- To question the men concerning such things 
firing the reply : " that woman's business, you ask along 
woman," and if the men are ignorant, or are up against 
some taboo, the male anthropologist is apt to feel, and 
rightly so, that he, as a man, should r^pect the taboo and 
not pry into the preserves of the other sex. That has been 
my own attitude. When working with a people whose way 
of life is their own and difierent from ours, it is fitting to 
comply with that people's normal customs and taboos and 
to respect its prejudices. In any case, the male worker 
refiains, for reasons of courtisy and delicacy, from inquiring 
into some aspects of a woman's life. He is not a physician. 

It is obvious that if this gap in our know'ledge and under¬ 
standing were to remain we would be left wdth a one-sided 
view’ of native life, and would certainly not appreciate that 
life, in its fullness, nor indeed in its fundamentals. Let us 
remember that the men spend a great deal of their lives 
either directly in ritual and ceremony or else under Its 
influence—their life is like an iceberg, nine-tenths hidden, 
secret, A keen Mason in our own society may have some 
idea of it. But the women's life, and that part of the men's 
life which is passed with the women and children, reveal 
the essential and natural humanity of the Aborigines. We 
must therefme strive to know it, Moreover, there are 
special problems, on which study through the women can 
throw' much light, e.g. the spirit-children beliefs, the relation 
of sexual intercourse to conception, the marriage of young 
girls to old men. elopement, the position of women in a 
primitive society, the exchange and lending of wives, the 
women's religious life, if any, and so on. 

My own fieldwork in Australia, 1927-8 and 1930 
convinced me that valuable as my researches in social 
organisation, totemism, initiation, and economics might be, 
I was hardly getting in touch with a very large section of 
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native life and that that would have to be done by women 
workers. therefore^ appealed in an address to the 
Anthropolc^cal Section of the Australian and New Zealand 
Association for the Advancement of Science at its Melbourne 
meeting in January, X935, to the wives and daughters of 
station-managers,^ settlers and officials to carry on the work 
of Mrs. Langloh Parker and Mrs. Aneas Gunn ^ and depict 
for us the life of native women and children^ and urged that 
specially trained women who do anthropological research 
amongst the Aborigines, should work consistently through 
the native women, not to find out what a male worker can 
better ascertain through the men, but to get a real under¬ 
standing of childhood, molherhcxid, the family and woman's 
place Ln society"'.* Such inquiries constitute the special 
contribution of female anthropologists in addition to their 
study of certain aspects of the men^s life. 

The foregoing considerations show the spedal significance 
of Dr. Ka berry's fieldwork, and the importance of this 
book. At the completion of her study m 1934 for the M.A. 
degree in Anthropology in the University of Sydney, she 
expressed her dedre to do fieldwork and agreed to proceed 
to a region in North-West Australia (the eastern part of 
the Kimberley Division, from the Forrest River and 
Wyndham down to Hall's Creek and around to Fit^roy 
Crossing) wliere I myself had done some research in 1928 
through the men : she undertook, with a full knowledge of 
my own results, to tackle through the women the problems 
of kinship, totemism, social organisation in general and the 
religious life^ and in addlticm to study the women^s life as 
closely as possible* This work vras fin^ced by a grant from 
the Australian National Research Council. Dr. (then Miss) 
Kaberry spent about six months in 1934 in the Forrest 
River-Wyndham region ; in 1935 she was granted a Fellow¬ 
ship by the Council and spent a little over twelve months 

^ AuthDCi^ nf ^ ddU^btfiil clasxk, Tkt PrirtetiS. 

* RtpoTt af th? AtctbouniQ pC tbs ajidl Niair Zealajad 
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in East Kimberley. Some of the more general of her r^ults, 
dealing with social organization, totemisnij spirit-children 
beliefs and death and burial have already been published in 
OceaHis. This book, however, on TAe Aboriginal Wotnan — 
Sacred and Profane, reveals the great gap which has hitherto 
existed in our knowledge of Aboriginal life, and also shov^ 
how fitted Dr. Kabeny was to fill it. An S 0 S had, as it 
were, been sent out, and she answered it with great 
success. 

Dr. Kabeny’s contribution is twofold ; she records facts 
concerning the women's life, of which we had little or no 
knowledge previously and in the light of these facts, she 
gives fresh interpretations of some aspects of native life, 
Take, for example, the widespread idea that Aboriginal 
women are mere drudges, passing a life of monotony and 
being shamefully ill-treated by their husbands. Dr. Kaberry, 
however, as a result of living in dose contact with the 
women, accompanjring them when food-gathering and 
watching their " home " life, is able to prove what some of 
us male workers have believed to be the truth, that the 
earlier opinion is fallacious. Dr. Kabeny examines very 
carefully the position of women in marriage, and condudes 
that widle the wife is an economic asset, she is not therefore 
subordinate, and that" from one point of view, the conditions 
and obligations a man must fulfil before he takes a wife, 
may be an index to her value and her importance in the 
scheme of mundane affairs at least ", 

Bearing on this point is Dr, Kaberry's statement that a 
man desiring children of his own, " must stand in a legal 
relationship to some woman, since the spirit-children beliefs 
confer fatherhood on the man who is living with the woman 
at the birth of her child." The argument stiU holds if, 
as I found in some regions, fatherhood bdongs to the man 
who " finds" the pre-existent spirit-child, rather than is 
living with the woman at the time of child-hirth. Usually 
it is the same man, and often there is only thought to be 
a few months between the " finding " and quickening on 
the one hand, and birth on the other. In spite of this. 
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however, children are " not a motive for marriage ", but 
its consequence and consolidation. 

Dr. Kaberry's study of the mamage of young girls is very 
important. We revolt against the idea ol a girl who has not 
reached puberty, or who has only recently done so, being 
married to any man, let alone to an " old " man, one of 
fifty and over. Where this occurs we can agree with ^e 
eSortsof missionaries and others to put an end to the practice. 
But w'e must examine the facts in each region and see 
whether marriage in our sense of the term does occur in 
these cases. In East Kimberley, as in some other regions, 
the man fo whom the young girl is betrothed, may help 
to " grow her up " and have her with him from time to 
time, but not for sexual intercourse. On the other hand, 
Dr. Kaberry shows that girls of nine to twelve know wifely 
duties in a way our girls do not, and she gives example to 
show that there is no sharp transition for the girl from one 
type ol existence to another. Marriage really begins only 
after puberty. This does not do away with the fact that 
girls are married at a younger age than in our own society, 
but they are fully prepared for the new state of life, as ours 
generally are not; moreover, we tend to regard puberty as 
being reached by Aboriginal girls much earlier than by our 
own girls, whereas it is possibly the reveise. This needs 
careful recording. 

In this matter of the portion of women in marriage, it 
should also be borne in mind, as Dr. Kaberry reminds ns, 
that a strong motive for marriage on the part of the women 
is the desire for sexual experience. The magical rites for 
the purpose of keeping their husbands and for attracting 
lovers is an expression of this desire which is in no way 
repressed. 

Elopements and alternate and irregular marriages also 
show that the women do not meekly accept the marriage 
arrangements made by their elders. Over twenty years 
ago, R. H. Mathews drew our attention to marriagp which 
were accepted but which broke the normal moiety and 
section plan of marriage. I myself came across such marriages 
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in 1927-8 in several parts of tte Kimberley Division^ and 
because of the bearing and effect of such irregularities and 
alternatives, on the descent oi subsections, the application 
of kinship terms and on the possible alterations in behaviour, 
I asked Dr. Kaberry to pay special attention to this matter. 
This she did with the inteiesting results revealed in the 
statistics which she gathered. In six tribes alternate 
marriages (that is marriages which are almost of equal 
legality with the norm of marriage with mother's mother's 
brother's daughter’s daughter) constitute from 7 per cent 
to 37 per cent of the tribal maiiiages, while irregular 
marriages range from 4 per cent to 24 per cent. Adding 
these together we find that the range of marriages which 
do not conform to the textbook ideal varies from 26 per 
cent to 6r per cent. There is, of course, the possibility that 
in former days when the tribes had not been affected 
culturally by white contact and had not been reduced in 
numbers, these figures would have been smaller. But old 
men assured me that the alternate marriage rules always 
existed and we need not doubt that some irregular marriages 
also were, after some confiict, accepted by society. Such 
marriages reveal the normal humanity of the A^rigines, 
which in the relationships between man and woman r ann nt 
be completely bound by narrow regulations; the latter 
must sometimes either bend or be broken, and if such occurs, 
is provided for or is accepted. Dr. Kaberry sho^vs the range 
of alteration within subsections of kinship terms in the 
case of alternate marriages: only the immediate relations 
are affected, namely wife’s mother and father and own 
daughter. She also gives examples showing that in the case 
of irregular marriage, the terms applied and the behaviour 
demanded are determined through the nearest blood 
relation, male or female. But in both cases, for the rest of 
the coirununity, there is no chatJge. Dr. Kaberry attributes 
this to the subsections which being totemic as well as kinship 
groups, " have the effect of stabilizing such changes and 
mamtaining the equilibrium of idationships within the 
whole group." It is interesting to learn that a moon myth. 


INTRODUCTION 


XXV 


which should be a warning against wrong marriage, is 
quoted by the women as a sanction for the same. 

This discussion of alternate and irregular marriages is 
one of the most important sections of the book. There has 
been too much tendency lor anthropologists to be satisfied 
with establishing the norm or ideal type of marriage and 
codifying it in subsection and kinship formulae, with 
the result that the Aborigines are almost reduced to 
mathematical ciphers. In this book, however, we sec them 
as the living human beings they are, exercising choice and 
ignoring or resisting the camp gossip and defying authority. 
In spite of this, there is neither disintegration or promiscuity: 
the ideal rules, public opinion, gossip, force, and the rules 
of the cult-life all serve to keep irregularities within bounds. 

In spite of much argument and evidence, there are stiJl 
folk who will not believe that the Aborigines deny the 
causal relationship between sexual intercourse and 
conception. It is true that some Aborigines on missions 
and elsewhere, will, in answer to a direct question, make a 
statement to the contrary, but in my own experience and 
I think in that of other trained workers, they are not 
refiecting Aboriginal belief but our opinion. Dr, Kaberry's 
support of the view which has bc^ thrashed out and 
accepted from the days of Spencer and Gillen until now is 
important, because it ts based on the women's evideuce, 
and they ought to know. Dr. Kabcrry does not discuss tfie 
problem whether this ignorance is the result of a repression 
of a former knowledge of the facts by a later theory, namely 
the belief in pre-existence of spirits, or whether the latter 
is an expression or result of a primeval ignorance. Probably 
we shall never know. But she does examine and combat 
the recent view put forward by Dr. Ashley-Monta^, that 
the Aborigines deny not only physiological paternity, but 
also physiological maternity; in other words, the view 
that the child pre-existed in body as well as spirit and only 
grew up in the mother’s womb but derived from her nothing 
of significance. She shows quite clearly that the period 
spent within the w*omb is very important. Of course, alt 
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such discussotis i~an becoru^ mattefs of definition of words, 
but I think that Dr. Kaberry has produced evidence from 
the women to show that physiological maternity is a 
contributing factor to the life of the child, and that the 
men believe this to be so. 

Further evidence that women hold a higher position in 
Aboriginal society than is usually believed is seen in the 
part played by them in economic exchanges. In 1937-8 I 
found that there was an ordered exchange of goods in 
Northern and Eastern Kimberley, certain articles passing 
roughly from east to west, that is, from East Kimberley 
tribes to those in North Kimberley, while others were 
passed in the opposite direction. 1 did not, however, have 
the opportunity to study this system of exchanges, though 
1 knew that many of the articles wore passed on between 
relations at ceremonial times. But Dr. Kabe^ is able to 
give a good record of the institution with its roads ", 
partners, and rules, showing that it resembles the Mefbok 
exchanges of the Daly River region. Northern Territory, 
and the Ktda of the Trobriands. 

A very interesting feature of the exchanges is that women 
play a part in them i though the articles manufactured by 
them are only of subsidiary importance, yet they do enter 
the exchanges and can hold temporally even the pearl shell 
pubic pendant, which is only worn by fully initiated men. 

In connection with the economic life Dr. Kaberry raises 
a point which may lead to some discussion. She suggests 
that the separation of the sexes during the day in their 
economic pursuits may have been carried into the ritual 
sphere and have led to the segregation of the sexes during 
rites connected with physiolc^cal crises. Some may prefer 
to argue that both the dichotomy manifested in economic 
life and also in ritual Hie may arise from the physiological 
differences hetween men and women; but of course all 
these are closely connected. 

Dr. Kaberry is not only concerned with deteimining the 
true position of women in Aboriginal family, sociaJ, and 
economic life, but also with ascertaining the d^ree in 
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which the women may "be said to be sacred and spiritual 
personalities. Since Durkheim's analysis of Abodginal life 
into two separate parts, the sacred and the profane, into 
the former of which with its myths, symbols, and ceremonies, 
the men alone are admitted, there has been a danger of 
accepting, without due exarnination, a further dichotomy 
according to which only the men develop sacred personalities, 
while the women always remain profane. Dr. Lloyd Warner 
in his analysis of life in North-East Amhem Land seems to 
subscribe to such a view, holding that whereas the men 
through initiation advance in sanctity, the women make 
little sacred progress, remaining mostly in the profane. Hte 
views are examined and combated by Dr. Kabeiry. Her 
own conclusions, however, may easily become the subject 
of argument, rnainly because of the difierent connotations 
which are read into such words as sacred, spiritual, rcligioiis, 
and magical, and also because of the varying emotional 
attitudes and social experience of different investigators. 
Even to the male field-worker, the women must have 
spiritual personalities of the same order, if not of the same 
degree as the men. It is true that for the most part puberty, 
adolescence, and early adulthood are not with them, as in the 
of males, associated with admission to, and advance 
in, the secret and sacred inheritance of the tribe, the myths, 
symbols, and rituals of its eternal Dream Time, the source 
of life. And yet their pre-existent spirits come from that 
Dream Time and whether or no their death be followed by 
the same mourning and burial cetemonl^ as are given to 
deceased males—this varies in different regions—they have 
the same future after death as do the " sacred ” m^. 
Moreover, during earthly life, they are the means by which 
the pre-existent spirits, even of men, are incamated and so 
far there is no evidence shovring that the Aborigines believe 
that being bom of woman profanes the hitherto sacred 
Dream Time spirit, though holders of the medieval Christian 
doctrine that man " is bom in sin " and must be cleansed by 
baptism might be prepared to attribute a similar doctrine 
to the Aborigines; in such a case, we would think of the 
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males as being sanctified by inittation and the females being 
prepaned for marriage and cbild-bearing. Probably further 
definite inquiry into this matter would be enlightening. 
In any case, the woman does contribute to the development 
of the child both before and after birth, and as Dr, Kaberry 
implies, this fact has Dream Time sanction. The songs used 
at menstruation and chUdbirth are ^am^ani, that is, 
possess totemic ancestral and Dream Time origin, and more¬ 
over, as she states, these songs with their rites and the 
taboos observed by women at such times of crises, are 
a definite recognition of the physical bond between mother 
and child.''' 

Women, too, have totems, even cult-totems, and therefore 
are recognized as being directly linked with the eternal 
Dream Time, even though in most regions they make no 
progress in knowledge of the cult-totem historical and ritual 
complex. In Dr, Kaberry's region, however, and also in the 
Karadjeri tribe of South Kimberley, old women do talcA part 
in some increase ceremonies, more particularly those con¬ 
cerned with species which the women collect for food. 
Finally, ivomen take some part, mostly a very minor and 
exoteric part, In initiation ceremonies, though in a few cases 
an old woman perlaims a more important role, even to 
holding the dish of sacred blood of which the candidate 
will partake (Bard tribe, South Kimberley}. Thus, in spite 
of not being initiated through a ritual of death and “ raising ", 
and in spite of not being admitted to a knowledge of and 
participation in cult-totemism, and we can also add the 
tjuru^ cult, it seems impossible to deny that the women do 
possess a sanctity of the same type as that possessed by the 
men, and that they have some part in Aboriginal religion. 

Needless to say. Dr. Kaberry seizes on these points and 
clinches them, 1 do not think that, positively speaking, she 
claims for the women any greater degree of spiritual and 
sacred life than I have outlined, but the point is that the 
sacred aspect of women's life is frequently overlooked. The 
cumulative result of the evidence and arguments contained 
in her book, however, will make this less likely in the future. 
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Dr, Kabeny is concerned to show that women possess a 
higher status than is usually attributed to them and that this 
is true of the religious as well as of the *' daily " life. In 
particular, she combats the idea that feminity is inextricably 
interwoven with uncleanliness, for after all, while women have 
to observe certain taboos regarding " man's business", 
so too, men have to do lihewise with regard to what is spoken 
ol as " woman's business In this connection. Dr. Kaberry 
objects to Dr. Warner's statement that " the principle of the 
social bifurcation of the sexes has been used to create the 
lowest status, that of women and children ", But there is 
some truth in this ; the male ciders in Australia do hold the 
highest social position and exercise the most influence, both 
because of their experience and of their knowledge of, and 
position in, the secret life. Then come the younger initiated 
men, then the older women, the younger women, and finally 
the children. And this is true in spite of the fact that a woman 
is sometimes influential in daily camp and horde life, and 
might even, as I was once assured, be a " headman ". The 
principle of classification is partly age, but more significantly, 
admission to, and place in, the secret lile. It does not, or 
should not, mean that women and children are <|ua 5 i-slaves 
or downtrodden, or denied a spiritual existence and what 
Dr. Kaberry terms " religious compensations ", 

This brings us to Dr. Warner’s generalisation that the 
woman makes little sacred progress during her life, but 
remains mainly in the profane. Dr, Kaberry criticizes this, 
and yet I believe that she agrees with what I think it means, 
and with what, I hope. Dr. Warner implies by it, namely 
that because woman is not initiated into the cult life, with 
its secret rites, symbols (fjnrw^a, etc.), and totemic myths, 
she must and does remain outside the drrine, temple, or lodge. 
If she had a cult life with the same tyjse of life-giving initia¬ 
tion and totemic rituals, the position would be different, but 
Dr. Kaberry’s evidence imkes quite clear that this is not the 
case. Even the interesting women's secret oorroborees, which 
are being diffused into East Kimberley from the Northern 
Territory, do not fill up this gap ; these corroborees are not 
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Drearp Time* but are coUectivB rites for love magiCj derived 
ultimaiely from the dead. The sacred character of the men is 
not derived from their rites i^-hich are performed for various 
magical purposes (love or death) but from the special nature 
of their initiation rites. We must remember that women may 
be independent ^ powerful, and spiritual, and yet be profane^ 
or outside of that sphere of sacred bdief and ritual, aditussioo 
to which is by religious initiation* 

I doubt whether there is as much in another point made by 
Dr* Kaberry as she is indined to think. She writes; If 
the men really represent the sacred or more sacred element in 
the community, then surely it is essentiaJ for the women to 
be cogruzant of the fact and to accept it/* but she foxind that 
they were regrettably profane in their attitude towards the 
men* I think that Dr. Kabeny is reading into sacred more 
than is meant by most anthropologists, perhaps even 
Dr, Warner, though he may put a value on the secret life 
out of proportion to its real function in native life. The point 
is that the men are not priests, or holy persons as distinct 
from the women, but are members of a secret society of a 
religious character, and I do not think it matters whether 
the women and initiated recognize the men as sacred or not; 
it is just men's business In the same way in our own 
society many thousands of men belong to a secret society of 
rehgious and moral character, which ought to have the 
result of making its members more moral and religious, and 
therefore better and indeed excellent members of society, 
but participation in the rites of the society does not cause in 
the women " a sentiment of reverence " for the men, nor 
is it necessary for our women to be cognizant of , or to accept* 
the sanctity which the men could develop in the course of 
their secret life^ 

As I have already stated^ I think that Dr, Kaberry will 
agree in the main with me, and in so far as Dr. Warner does 
not mean what I have tried to say, she will disagree with 
him and probably be right in so doing* 

It is impossible in an Introduction to draw attention to all 
the facts and arguments put before us in this book. 
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Dr. Kaberry'a work is a distioot contribution to our 
knowledge of Aboriginal life, and to ooi study of the position 
of women. 1 regard it as an honour not only to be privileged 
to write the Introduction to her book, hut also to have been 
closely associated with her work both in the field and in the 
study since her post-graduate days. 
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WIELDERS OF THE DIGGING*STICK 
Prologue 

Statistics of population, rainfall, and area are slender 
material out of which to build a picture of the Kimberteys, 
unless by their contrast they startle the mind into some 
realisation of its vastness and scattered peoples. The 
Europeans will probably increase, the natives decrease; 
they are fluctuating features of a landscape that is itself 
unchanging. To the Europeans it is rugged, ugly, and 
uninteresting, and is largely valued for the freedom of 
life it offers, uncomplicated by world unrest, city con¬ 
ventions, and routine, It is a background for the pastoral 
industry, for profits and markets. To the native it is his 
world, and his horiaon does not extend beyond it. At most 
he can name about half a dozen tribes on each boundary; 
the rest are unknown by name, and might to all intent and 
purposes be inhabitants of another planet. Yet, because 
be is a nomad and travels over his " world " of perhaps 
4,000 ^uare miles, his knowledge of it is possibly more 
extensive than that of the English farmer, who, dnrjii g his 
lifetime, may rarely leave the confines of his village. Necessity 
sharpens the eye of the Aborigine to minutue of his 
environment, and makes significant for him changes in 
weather, soil, and vegetation. But if he has mastered the 
secret of its hidden resources, taken his toll, and in one 
sense subjugated it to his needs, the environment has also 
intruded upon his social and spiritual existence, and indeed, 
provided one of the bases for it. The mountains, rivers, 
and natural features have shaped bis mythology, and in 
turn have become projections of The Time Long Past into 
the present. Out of the conflict with natural forces, a 
relatioDship lias emerged which is reflected in the social 
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and religious organisation. If I d^ribe the landscape in 
detail, it is not to add the inevitable touch of local colour, 
nor to afford a temporary respite from scientific and formal 
dissertation. Native culture to be grasped in its completeness 
must be seen through the country, which is no mere back-' 
cloth for tribal activities, but some thing much more vital 
and dynamic. The anthropologist and reader must come to 
grips with it before turning to a study of its inhabitants. 

First impressioiis are valuable, because no matter how 
extraordinary the environment, its colour and contours, 
even its changes from season to season rapidly lose their 
power to imprint themselves vividly on the senses. The 
stranger soon strikes roots, and though one's way of looking 
at things is perhaps different from that of others, yet it 
ceases to be an angle for oneself. Even where impressions 
need to be revised later, they tend to throw Into sharper 
relief the facts with which they are inconsistent. Those X 
had of the country which I first viewed from an aeroplane, 
were intensified ; but tny conception of the natives and their 
life had to be changed in many respects. 

As the aeroplane flies inland from Derby on the coast, 
following the course of the Fitaroy River, the country 
seems to be still untouched In spite of fifty years of European 
penetration. The soil has been turned and sown only 
around the white stunted homesteads, which appear as 
alien growths in the landscape every fifty or hundrrf miles 
or so. Extending into the distance, it has an almost timeless 
quality about it, with its hills rising like islands out of the 
plain that resembles the floor of some sea that has never 
known tides or men. Below, it stretches illimitable and 
motionless, but for the small shadow of the aeroplane and 
the cattle disturbed at their feeding beneath the scrub. 
In winter the ground is covered with ycUou'cd grasses and 
is scarred by the bed of the Fitzroy, which will not come 
down in flood till the rains of October or November. Here 
and there a permanent water-hole gleams up through the 
white gums and paper-barks that shade it. As the crow 
flies, it is about seventy miles from Derby to Fitzroy 
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Crossing, and by road it is over two hundred miles. At this 
point, sixty miles to the south is the desert, as yet holding 
the unknown as far as the anthropologist is concerned. 
On the northern side, the ftrst big ranges sweep down from 
the mountainous n^on extending up to the Indian Ocean, 
and east well over towards the Korthem Territory. Some 
of these, such as the Carboyd, can only be penetrated on 
foot, and afford no forced landing ground for the aeroplane. 
They are mostly sandstone, with occasional outcrops of 
limestone and basalt. They appear to be bare of all 
vegetation, and look as though they have been cast and 
fired in the earth's centre, and then fiung up in some 
upheaval to glint beneath a savage sun. Scarped and 
precipitous, th^ are gashed with valleys that from above 
are chasms of red light. 

It seems an inhospitable, arid land for all its colour and 
immensity, particularly in the winter when It offers no 
apparent means of sustinence for any form of life. But in 
any case, most of the natives are now concentrated in the 
camps and humpies around the stations, and their fires will 
not be seen till the summer, when they go sometimes fifty 
or a hundred miles into the bush on their annual " walk¬ 
about " for inter-tribal meetings and ceremonies. Some of 
these natives are so "civilized ” or detribalized, that they 
speak of going bush as a '' holiday ", much as the city clerk 
goes into the country once a year to " rough " it for a time I 
Yet this country in the past carried a much larger native 
population than at present. At the outset then, the 
anthropologist is confronted with one of the mcongiuities 
that continually arise in studying these peoples. The 
sparseness of natural resources and the simplicity of the 
consequent economic system have to be reconciled 
with the complexity of ritual and social organization. 
There is the danger of emphasizing one at the expense of 
the other, of faHitig to see that it is in the urgency of 
existence rather than in its simplicity, that the key lies 
to a world of strange ancestral figures and the elaborate 
rites that centre around them. 
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Durkheim's idea of native existence ns one of monotony 
does not entirely tally with camp life as observed by a 
stranger stripped of all preconceptions of what does or 
does not constitute a full life. It is true that such ritual 
events rise to overshadow daily activities, break into 
established routine, provoke long preparations, bring 
together scattered groups, are eagerly anticipated, and create 
excitement and passions in onlookers and participants 
alike. But if this does occur we must not leap to the 
conclusion that in the intervening period, the Aborigines 
are apathetic, cease to take any more than a cursory interest 
in daily happenings, and withdraw into a sludl of a mere 
grudging existence that satisfies primary needs alone. 
Granted all the factors mentioned above, they represent 
more than recreative compensation; totemism and its 
ceremonies reflect not so much the simplicity of economics 
but an unceasiitg struggle to maintain life even on a meagre 
Level. But if totemism, as I shall show later, has emerged 
out of these conditions, the totemic ancestors have in their 
turn given to sodal existence an added richness and com¬ 
plexity, 50 that when the Aborigine reaches maturity, he 
does not merely acquire some control over his environment, 
but is also brought into contact with the spiritual forces 
on which his mean.s of sustinence are believed to depend. 

But to return to the land. To see it front the aeroplane 
is to perceive it with the eye of Thomas Hardy's Spirit of 
the Years ; to be aware of its jagged contours ; to have a 
vision of its vastness and some understanding of the distances 
the Aboi^ines must travel from one fertile pool to another 
in a region which is bounded by desert on the south, by 
sea on the west, and by mountains on the north and east. 
It is to gain some idea of the colossal canr'as on which the 
Aborigines have conceived the exploits of the totemic 
heroes of the past. But sooner or later we must come to 
earth, and if w'e lose thereby a sense of perspective and 
remote objectivity, there is compensatioa in the gradual 
revelation of hidden resources, and in vital contact with the 
inhabitants. 
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Close at harid, the country is not quite so arid, though 
the soil in winter is brown and cracked, covered with the 
spiked spinifexp cane, and other grasses on which the cattle 
feed. Tlie trees* except by the riverp are stunted, being mostly 
gum. bcefwood. desert oakp knrrajong, corkwood, bauhmeai 
baobab, and an occasional pandanus near a pool in the 
mountains. Around the billnbongs ^ arc depressions in the 
earth, each one a family hearth where food is prepared and 
eaten and much of the gossip, quiet talk, and arguments are 
carried on. 

Close by are generally billies (formerly shells} for fetching 
Tivater from the pool al^ut a hundred yards a^vay or more, 
for as a rule the natives do not camp by the edge of their 
water supply. In summer there will be floodSp and at any 
time there are aii^ays snakes and insects in the rank grasses. 
Blankets that have never been washed, and women's 
digging- and fighting-sticks lie scattered about. Perhaps 
there is a woman fashioning a fighting-stick, as she sits 
cross-legged, holding a piece of wood some four feet long, 
at an angle sloping towards her* With the other hand she 
takes oft shavings with a tomaJjawk, till it is round and 
smooth, with both ends sUghtiy pointed. Against a tree 
will be leaning spears for fishing, huntmgp and fighting, 
and spear-throwers smeared vdth. red oclu“ep and one or two 
boomerangs. 

Early in the morning soon after sunrise, the men w^ould 
have gone forth, armed \vith spears, and striding along with 
a free imhampered movement, with a dog or two at hed. 
The w^omen trudge off in another directionp burdened with 
swags, moving like a string of pack mules off to market* 
and confirming the generally held opinion that they are a 
little better than drudges or chattels. Later only some old 
people and a few dogs viill be in the camp. Here lies an old 
man prone, or an old w^oman most probably blind, crouching 
on her knees, back bent, now and again groping mth 
twisted lingers for a pannikan of water. If the younger 

■ * BUIab qng hi an Aborigtoal twn th^t hm passed into geneml currency 
in Australia. It ia a UIcjq ^ by a main aUeAm. And by 
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women have been successful^ they v?ill amble into the 
dealings spindle-legged, laden with a paperbark svrag slung 
over the left shoulder. One may begin to prepare a damper ^ 
immediately from the lily seeds, which she gouges out from 
the buds with her fingers^ then pounds on a flat stone * miJEes 
with water and bakes for half an hour in the hot coalsp 

At midday more come m, perhaps a man with a kangaroo 
he has speared^ and which be now proceeds to cook* And 
so through the afternoon most of the blacks come straggUng 
in, the women with iguana {v^ranus lizard), lily-roots, 
wild-honey, and fish, and the men with larger game. Fires 
are made up» the evening meal is eaten, some of it being 
given to relatives. All settle down for a gossipi or if there b 
to be a corroboree,* men, women, and children drift up to the 
cleared space a hundred yards away. Women gather the 
dried grasses into heaps, set light to them, so that they flare 
up to cast jagged shadows over the singers and dancers. 
By midnight, unless some ceremony is in progress, most will 
be asleep* Fires glow out of the darkness^ the blacks and 
their dogs huddle by them, and the silence is only broken 
by the crackle of a falling log* At dawn one or two bestir 
themselves : the women fetch water and firewood, the men 
talk for a while, eat any of the food remaining from the 
previous night, sharpen their spears, and depart for the day's 
hunting. 

At first the camp seems to offer only the grey monotony 
of daily existence, of a precariDus Uvelihood that is hunted 
for in the hilk and grubbed for in the earth* In the Pacific 
Island community, the picturesqueness of the village 
camouflages temporarily the routine of daily tasks. Canoes 
drawn up on the beach fringed with palms, grass huts 
amongst the tropical undergrowth tend to confirm the ideas 
of the passing tourist that south sea savages lead the life of 
lotus-eaters. Such a community makes little demands on 

I b &J1 Ait^tnJiAa term for & large Kcme-loal made from 

and water. 

■ Comtofet £i an ibongmal tenn lor a daime. It haa iatet 
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his or her powers of perception or understamdiiig of anything 
but the obvious- On the other hand, the aboriginal camp, 
beginning with the dirty drab* assumes more and more 
complex! ty» variety, and interest. After one has become 
familiar with the background* attention at first tends to 
focus on the human actoiSp but as time passes^ the camp 
ceases to be just a dearing littered with material objects of 
the simplest type. A deserted camp is just as sigmiicant as a 
peopled one ; the depressions separated one from the other, 
reflect tlie pattern of family life : the spears are not merely 
primitive weapons* when one comes to realize the skiU and 
delicacy of handling required for their making, the care 
lavished on them afterwards in the continual straigh toning 
of the hafts in hot ashes, and the re-setting of the blade in 
wax, the efficiency with which they are used^ and the fact 
that on their slender shafts the natives depend for much 
of their food and for defence in war. The fires, whether a 
few embers or blaming high, are indicative of what is perhaps 
happening two miles away* The dirt ceases to obtrude* 
and the whole scene takes on colour as it gains in significance, 
One detects changes, changes which give a certain rhythm 
that one is not constantly aw'are of| but which one misses 
after the return to the sybaritic attractions of the homestead 
for a while* One becomes absorbed in the questions of 
food^pply* in the chatter, gossip, and quarrels, and one 
no longer wonders at the absence of boredom among nativ-^ 
of the community. 

But the encampment must not be conceived as an isolated 
place of settlement. Although it is the focal point, it is 
nevertheless the centre of a rough cirde. within which is 
some pool providing the natives with fish, lily-roots, and 
mussels. It is a circle that stretches out for two or five 
miles : its ground is known for every tree* hillock, stump, 
antbed, crevice, and even plants. The women wander over 
this day after day in their search for food, and men may 
go farther afield in chase of a kangaroo. About tw^o miles 
from the camp is some cleared sp?^ce where the men fore¬ 
gather for their secret life, and in another direction is one 
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for that of the women. In the Jate afternoon, scattered 
parties draw in towards the camp, but even then these 
are split up into kinship groups, and it fe not until they 
go to the dancing ground close by that men, women, and 
children are massed together as the singers, wtulst the 
dancers in front of them bring to the performance their 
youth, skill, and enthusiasm. 

If wc cannot then draw a plan of houses or huts and 
their occupants—in short of a village site—’(unless we 
sketch the grouping of the depressions), wc can at least 
conceive a circle some six miles in diameter over whose 
whole extent the daily activities are carried on, and within 
which there are certain points where the life Is ceremonial, 
more emotional and intense. There are other natural 
features which may be increase sitra or stones believed to 
have been totemic ancestors, but to deal with these, is to 
bring us to the enviromnent as the Aborigine himself sees 
it and this will gradually emerge with our initiation into 
tribal life. 

So much for first impressions, which are not intended 
to be a substitute for objective and detailed fact, nor to 
create in the mind of the reader some of the illusions and 
delusions of which the writer herself was the victim in the 
first stages of fieldwork. As a preliminary approach, they 
have more vitality and colour than the mere presentation 
of the harsh lineaments of structure. 1 have exercised the 
right to select those which single out the dominant aspects 
of the country and camp-life. Some of them may strike 
the note of incongruity, but they challenge attention and 
^ect it to a closer examination of the facts. Others are 
important because they appear to indicate the subservience 
of the w'omen and the imposition on them of the more 
onerous and monotonous tasks, and therefore to corroborate 
the findings of earlier ethnologists. But if this confirmation 
rests merely on impressions alone, and a more intensive 
study reveds an entirely diBerent situation, then they 
contribute, however negatively, to the validity of my case. 
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This is not to say that because I saw the women go off 
day after day into the bush, to return laden wth su^gs 
and firewood, fetch water and " feed a little life with dried 
tubers ”, that I immediately leapt to the conclusion that 
they were no more than " domesticated cows *' to quote 
the latest writer on the subject.* Perhaps one of the major 
contributions of Anthropology is that it has not only 
humanised the savage, but also humaoized our conception 
of what we may expect to find in an alien race. U has 
engendered a sound scepticism of such a statement as " the 
Au,striilian aboriginal woman stands in the relation to her 
husband as a slave to its master ”, or of the attitudes that 
tend to regard her as a chattel, a harried prostitute, a 
Patient Griselda, or more moralistically, a lost soul. From 
the outset one is disposed to envisage her as an active 
personality r as a human being with all the wants, desires, 
and needs that fiesh is heir to. 

Since it ts as a worker that she emerges in our first 
impressions, let this be the point of departure into the 
concrete reality of her world: let us see whether the more 
difficult tasks are assigned her, and whether she herself 
considers them as drudgery. Let us establish her position 
in her environment and her family either as a food-provider 
or a dependent. To follow her along the road of pedestrian 
economics is not simply to tread a -way consecrated by 
anthropological usage. The work of Professor Raddiffe- 
Brown, Professor Malinowski, and others has shown that 
religion and magic create some sort of security for the 
individual, and offer a solution of problems beyond the 
scope of empirical knowledge. Therefore an entry into 
the citadel of belie! at this stage would be valudess without 
an understanding of the nature of the material and social 
conditions of which it is the outgrowth. From the vantage 
point of the tangible and the perceptible, we can turn 
later to totemism. Totemism from one angle, does give 
the woman's view of the environment, of the forces with 

' M. F, Aahley-MD&tagn. C.8,A.A.. p. 23. For Uie (gtl Hil« of books 
here and nliewhErc, the reader is re/emd to the bibUegnphy. 
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which she must grapple; but as we shall see later, tt is 
rooted in everyday existence and has emerged from it. 
Therefore it is with her ordinary activities, with the 
unceasing struggle to maintain her^l that we must first 
deal, if we are to approach totemism without becoming 

wanderers in a middle mist " of abstractions and beliefs, 
clutching at shadows before we have come to know the 
beings and objects which have cast them, 

ArrtTVDE TO THE Land 

The reader will have gathered some idea of tlie character 
of the resources and of the country in the preceding 
discussion, but we must from the first grasp the fact that 
the attitude of the native woman differs profoundly from 
that of the average white woman living on a station in the 
same strip of territory. The country for the aboriginal 
woman is not so much freehold or leasehold property, but 
one she regards as her own because she has inherited the 
right to live and forage for food within its boundaries. 
In her patriotism, she is ready to insist that there is an 
abundance of game, fish, and yams, whether there is or not. 
To the white woman who at most takes a speculative 
interest in the lettuces and cabbages tn the small vegetable 
garden by the homestead, the country is one of plains and 
arid hills. It seems incredible to her that the native woman 
can forage day after day, wandering apparently at random 
in the hope of finding a few tubers. Such an activity partakes 
of the nature of an act of faith, or else is dependent on 
mystical powers of divination denied to the mere European, 
But the Aborigine's knowledge of her environment is an 
intimate one of its trees, bushes, plants, crevices, and 
hillocks—all significant because they represent the possibility 
of food or are signposts to it. In a tribe which does not 
cultiv'ate the earth, sow, and reap, dictate what it shall 
bring forth, the anthropologist is faced with the question 
of what the land offers of itsdf, to what extent its resources 
are exploited, and what is the woman's share in this. 
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Tee Seasons 

Brief meDtion has been made in passing of tlie division 
of the seasons into the " wet" with its north-west winds, 
and the " dry " with the prevailing wind from the south-^t. 
The natives, however, distinguish between Eve periods, 
these being in the Lunga tribe—^ffifl;«gd~about June and 
July ; 3ua:ttdit barndaii—ihs beginning of the hot weather 
in August and September; Hfitrgal —'the first rains in 
October or November \ gnton—the rains from November 
to March, and tna.'iingfi*—the end of the rainy season about 
April or May, These terms are obviously dictated by a set 
of climatic conditions difiering considerably from those in 
the southern part of the continent. There is no division 
of the year into a regular number of months, for the periods 
are more elastic. If for example it has not rained by 
December, then it is still stuunda ba:ndan in the e>-es of 
the natives. In the rainy season, berries, fruits, wild-honey, 
frogs dug out of pits, and white-ant larv® {which only 
eaten by the w'Omen and very old men,) are available in 
addition to game and fish. In winter, lily-roots and seeds, 
yams, tubers, nuts, grass seeds, pandanus and baobab nuts 
are collected by the women, and later in September grubs 
are found in the river-gums r lily-roots are dug from the 
caked mud of the river beds or billabongs, that have dried 
up. Fish, game, reptiles, pwreupine, and birds are secured 
by the men most of the jrear round, though at some periods 
they arc better in quality than at others. Increase ceremonies 
are performed in the spring for most speaes. 

It is difficult to say bow far the seasonal changes formerly 
affected the movements of the Aborigines, since most of 
them are employed by the whites and perforce hold their 
inter-tribal meetings from September to March when work 
slackens o 3 on the stations. The winter—June to August 
was at one time a period when the natives assembled for 
their ceremonies, but the rains did not prevent such an 
event taking place from January to March 1936 ChristmM 
Creek, and certainly there seemed to be plenty of food in 
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the camp, apart from the rations supplied by the manager 
of the property. 

The Limga and all the Kimberley tribes have terms for 
the points of the compass, for up and down the river, for 
periods of the night and day. The moon and stars do not 
enter largely into their activities, tliough the Woimeii said 
they performed the rain-making ceremony in September 
at the new moon. In the Lunga and Djaru tribes, the moon 
belongs to the djum subsection and figures in the myth 
that accounts for death and wrong mairiages. In the 
Wolmeri. it is djangala, and is associated with a corroboree 
which enacts part of a mjdh and is only seen by the men, 
and belonged to the headman of the Nambarr horde, The 
moon {yagan) in The Time Long Past was a man called 
Marni, who first used the b»ndu wa.lu, headband, to attract 
women. There is some connection with lovemaldng. Later 
he tried to find his dogs who had chased an emu. As he 
walked his feet dropped off, then his knees, his thighs, his 
arms, his body, his neck, till finally his head rolled along 
the ground, leaving a track like that of a snake. It rolled 
into a salt pool, Baragu, near Billiluna on the edge of the 
desert. The corroboree which I witnessed only represented 
Alatni dancing with his headband and calling up his dogs. 
Some of the stars are named though I received different 
myths from different tribes and even hordes. The Southern 
Cross, guttdtru, was Eaglehawk: his camp was in the 
Magellan Clouds, na:tgHnderi. and he chased the Pleiades, 
gHmiff&a, a group of women. As opposed to this Wolmeri 
account, the Lunga said Magellan Clouds. da:rtt, were the 
fish which in The Time Long Past were poLsoned and then 
eaten by Pelican. Orion’s belt, tnugur, is the stick that 
Batiaga, a bird, threw after his bullroarer when it broke 
off the string and went into the sky. The buUroarer is in 
the dark spot in the Milky Way called the coalsack—and 
women are not supposed to know of its existence. Venus, 
Atgi, according to the Wolmeri, came to earth and left a 
stone in one of the horde countries ; amongst the Nyigina 
she is called mandjimara, a man w'ho in The Time Long 
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Past brought a torroboree from the coast* In the Ltinga 
she is djigeradji, a black bird, who played a part in the 
crocodile myth. 

The Sim is nangala in the Eunga and djuru in the Wolmeri 
tribe, and is the central figure of different myths in these 
tribes. It is one of the most important means of reckoning 
time and regulating the activities of the day. A journey is 
estimated in terms of the number of camps which must 
be made, about twelve miles being covered each day. 
Longer periods are counted in moons or months, and m 
" wet ” and *’ dry” seasons. The natives only have words 
for three numbers, though they use their fingers to indicate 
more. For events niore distant in time, birth, childhood, 
initiation, and rnarriage provide points of reference. The 
first contact with Europeans is another; prior to that, the 
Aborigines are vague though the period is sharply 
distinguisiied from Uie Time Long Past when there were 
only the totemic ancestors who wandered about as men 
and established customs, laws, and ceremonies. 

The DrvTSTON of Labour between the Sexes 
Hunting. 

Kangaroo and wallaby fumisli the bulk of the meat 
supply in the KimberJeys, except when supplemented 
illicitly Or otherwise by tlie white man's beef. Of the various 
kinds, the main are the plain-kangaroo, vfola.'mba,^ standing 
four or five feet high and tawny in colour, and the hill- 
kangaroo, d/iVf'p, which is smaller and a reddish-brown. 
They jump with ama^ting rapidity over the ground, and 
it is only when the native has " sneaked up close-fellow 
that he has much chance of pausing to take aim, before 
hurling his spear after his leaping victim. Sometimes he 
erects a screen of bushes by a waterhole, and spears the 
animals when they come to drink. Dogs occasionally bring 

■ Utilcas oUicririsit statrd. native terms are takitn fmin the Luo^ 
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down a kangaroo, but adolescents are not as a rule permitted 
to use them for hunting, since it is essential they acquire 
skill in the wielding of the spear as soon as possible. The 
Aborigines generally use a spear-thrower {noslai} and a 
shovel-spear {d/ina:l), the fash inning of which b a long 
and delicate process. The blade made of iron, muilagattdji, 
must be welded into an oval shape varying from three to 
hve inches in length, set in wax {karldji), which is then 
affixed to a shaft, part wood and part bamboo (Jttrtna.'figir.'j}, 
which has already been straightened in hot ashes. Boys 
from the age of five or six begin to practise with miniature 
spears and spear-throwers, and it is not until after puberty 
that they attain anything approaching efficiency. Tliere 
is also a wire-pronged spear for fishing with its specially 
constructed spear-thrower of bamboo, and another for 
hunting with a blade {djimbilai'i manufactured from Sint, 
quartz, or glass by the process of pressure-flaking, so that it 
finally resembles a laurel leaf. Birds such as turkey, eagle- 
hawk, cockatoo, and duck are kiUed with a small fish spear, 
boomerang, or throwing stick. 

Now the long training that is necessary for the use of a 
spear, speed of foot and powers of endurance, are factors 
which make the man especially fitted to hunt. The spear 
is rarely out of his hands, except when he is sitting or 
dancing and even then it is always near by in case of 
emergency. In stalking the aninial and racing after it, 
freedom of action is essential ; the man must not be 
hampered by a swag or a dilly-bag full of lily-roots. Hence 
the small supply of meat {ntiiah) must be augmented by 
the more easily obtadned fniits, tubers, and roots {mai-i — 
a generic term for all vegetable foods), fish and reptiles, 
and the task falls of necessity to the women. In short 
economic resources, the methods of exploiting them and 
physiological capacities demand a division of labour between 
the sex^—a division that is in a very real sense a matter 
of co-operation, in spite of the findings of earlier ethnologists 
to the contraty, I wish to stress this point, since it is one 
dealt Nvith by Professor Malinowski in T/w Family Among 
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the Australian Ahongines. He ^fte 4 all the available 
evidence on tliis subject, and in the light of his material 
came to conclusions which, though valid at the time 
need modification in the light of further research. 

" Sex division is based only partly on differences of 
natural capacities. Heavier work ought naturally to be 
performed by the men. Here the contrary obtains. Even 
here the women's work appears to be much more exacting 
inasmuch as it requires a steady strain, patience, and 
regularity. Such work is the most repulsive; it differs 
most fundamentally from sport, and is carried on only 
under strong compulsion. Compulsion is therefore, as we 
saw, the chief basis of this division of labour, and it may 
be said in the Australian aboriginal society the economic 
fact of the division of labour is rooted in a sociological 
status—viz., the compulsion of the weaker sex by the 
■ brutal' half of society. From its compulsory character 
it follows that the distribution of economic functions does 
not correspond to true co-operation, but that the relation 
of a husband to wife is in its economic aspect, that of a 
master to its slave." ^ 

It is true the woman provides the larger part of the 
meal, but one must not automatically assume that her 
work is more onerous. Actually it is less so than the men's, 
as I can speak from experience. Merely to follow them in 
their hunting over rugged hills and the blazing sun left 
me so exhaiisted that after two attempts, I was content 
henceforth to amble with the women over the plains and 
along the dry river-beds. The element of sport distracts 
attention temporarily from fatigue, but too often it ends 
in the disappointment of seeing one's dinner leaping into 
the distance over the hills. On the other hand, women's 
work has its moments of excitement when a particularly 
toothsome comb of wild-honey is cut out of a tree, or a 
succulent iguana is dragged from its burrow clawing the 
earth, to be knocked on the ground and killed. Moreover, 
once the food is located, it is there for the taking. 

‘ B. Malinowski, p. 287. 
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The element of chance in hunting immediately raises the 
question of whether there is any magic associated with it. 
The men sometimes smear themselves with yellow ocbrei 
gutidulst, so that their quarry will not be able to scent 
them. But this is scarcely a magical rite, since ochre is 
astnngent and closes the porcs.i It is therefore probable 
that It performs the function the natives believe it to 
po^ss, though here I cannot speak with authority. Less 
rational is its application to a spear, which will then find 
Its mark more easily. The practice is not always followed, 
especially as ochre may not be available. Yet it is not 
thought that the man will then have no luck. During the 
^ussion of the day's hunting, failure was not attributed 
to absence of ochre but was summed up in terms ol un- 
favoi^ble wind, of the game being disturbed by something 
^ in the vicinity, or by the aw*kwaid lie of the land, 
^ the other hand, success was not accredited to the ochre 
pe expert hunter was called mulamn (D.), one who had 
a g(^ arm There was always a very definite recognition 
of sl^, experience, and the craftsmanship involved in the 
rmldng of an efficient weapon. This is partly reflected in 
the Lunga myth which describes how once k angamps were 
tame, but one day some of the totemic ancestors neglected 
to share their meat with Flying Fox. In revenge he taught 
the kangaroo all the tricks to elude his pursuers, so that 
tte others were unable to spear him. Fortunately Flying 
Fox also passed on his knowledge to the Abori^nes, so 
that while the greed of some of the totemic ancestors was 
responsible for the difficulties of hunting, the Aborigines 
were provided with the skill to overcome them, AH this 
IS additional evidence of Professor Malinowski's theory that 
where primitive man can depend on his skill and knowledge, 
he does not resort to magic until factors enter over which 
be has no control. Hunting still has its uncertainty. The 
ochre is not indispensable ; but the possession of a i/urtt^a. 


* Kho^ aDd Katax^k Jd TAc Malaria of India and Tk^r 

P^^S. Bombay, tB03, p. 136^ Umt 
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believed to endow him with endurance and insure success, 
gives him an abiding sense of confidence in his own powers. 
The Central Kimberleys are relatively arid as compared 
with the more fertile coastal belts, and are occasionally 
subjected to droughts from September to December. In 
this region there are ralnmahing ceremonies and increase 
rites for kangaroo, reptiles, roots, and lilies, which insure 
the mfcms of sustinence for the approaching season. For 
their exploitation he can depend largely on his own 
experience. 

Foraging. 

In woman's work there is less uncertainty and she uses 
no magic at all. In reply to my query as to whether slie 
had any for iguana and wild-honey, she answ'ered in a 
matter-of-fact tone " me find 'em that one sugar-bag (wild- 
honey), me can’t lose 'em When 1 pressed her further 
with ” suppose you no bin find 'em ”, she looked con¬ 
temptuous and said, " me find 'em alright; me sawy," 
Like the man she apparently judged herself capable of 
relying on her powers of observation and famUiaiity with 
the country to secure what food she needed. Day after 
day much the same scene was enacted anywhere in the 
Kimberleys. The men go out to hunt, the women to forage. 
Tlie camp, fourteen miles to the north-east of Bedford 
station, was typical. It was a clearing between hills of 
red-sandstone covered with spinifex and small scrub; at 
one end was a waterhole, which at that time of the year, 
September to October 1935. was only a foot deep: at the 
other end, three hundred yards away, was the corroborce 
ground. There were over seventy Aborigines here on their 
summer " walkabout ", mostly Lunga, with a sprinkling 
of Kunian and Wula from the ranges to the west, For the 
sake of its vividness I shall use the present tense in the 
following description. 

The natives wake at dawn, stir up the embers of the 
fire, eat a little food and then begin to think about the 
search for more. The process of departure is apt to prolong 
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itself itidefimtdy. There is a gradual break-up of the 
groupis standing round the fires, a drift out towards the 
periphery of the clearing, the men pausing to discuss 
the dlrGction they will take, gossiping, jolting, and even when 
a hundrol yards away, turning to call out some remaric 
or question.^ It is a leisurely business possibly taking two 
hours, and if livelihood is sometimes precarious, it is belied 
by the absence of any feverish haste, and by a departure so 
casual as to seem reluctant. But the whole day is before 
them, possibly a strenuous one, and it is pleasant near the 
fire in the company of others. Contrary to the practice in 
many communities, organization in hunting and fidiizig is 
limited to a minimuin. The men occasionally hunt together 
in a band the more elderly and experienced decide on 
the route, arrange w'ho will drive the kangarocs towards 
a certain spot and who will post themselves there to spear 
them. Or at the end of the dry season, they encirde a 
stretch of country, bum off the grass and spear the game, 
while the women come behind and collect the reptiles and 
marsupials. Towards the close of the " wet ", a dam may 
be constructed of mud six or eight inches high, so that 
the men and women can scoop out the fish. When the 
pools are shallow, bark from certain trees may be thrown 
in to stupefy the fish, which then float to the surface. 
Women may help, but young children are excluded. One 
type of bark is effective after a few hours; another takes 
three or four days. Sometimes a man and his wife travel 
together ] more generally the men go out in pairs and the 
same applies to the women. 

Meanwhile the women are rolling up their swags in just 
the same leisurely fashion, playing with a baby or idly 
talking amongst themselves and with their dilatory menfolk. 
An old woman called Duelil, of fifty or fifty-five, with a 
cropped head of grey curly hair, rather small features, a 

‘ I tensed tbe men about their slcnmns. they said. " White- 

lellow TO qniclc. but blocbiellaw him oil day taik-blk.'’ And this wu 
inviiT{a£il]r the cue, ei'en vhen had decided on the iwitB the uiabt 
bchwe. ® 
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kindly expression, but a querulous voice, walks slowly up 
to her daughter’s camp, now that the latter’s husband has 
proceeded fifty yards on his journey. Bulagil, the daughter, 
is of mediutn height like her mother, has neat features, 
slender hands, and brown eyes that are apt to sparkle with 
laughter. She is about twenty-two, very poised and sure 
of herself, partly because she is valued by the whites as a 
'■ good house gin ", partly because she is pretty and as the 
elder of two wives is accustomed to make decisions and 
distribute the food. There is nothing submissive in her 
attitude towards her husband, Lanburidjen, a man of 
about thirty-four, who is indined to be bumptious and 
complacent on the score that he was once a poUce-boy 
and is now headstockboy at Bedford. Nevertheless he 
was destined to lose Bulagil, who eloped with her tribal 
son-in-law two weeks later. Finally the old w^oman moves 
off following the path to the south of the camp; Bulagil 
shoulders her swag, and says she will go and cut a comb of 
wild-boney from a tree a mile away that she has seen the 
day before. The other two, wife and step-daughter, pick 
up their digging-sticks and accompany her. In the camp 
close by, a middle-aged woman, Burul, who conforms more 
to the average aboriginal type, with her pronounced forehead, 
wide mouth, squat nose, and teeth so small that they seem 
to have been ground down to the gums, swings her baby 
girl on to her shoulders where she sits quite at home with 
little support from her mother. Farther up. a woman sets 
off in another direction with two dogs scampering ahead 
of her. At last the camp is deserted, but for an old man 
who is ill. By 8.30, a stranger coming suddenly upon 
clearing would see only depressions in the ground, dying 
embers and, perhaps faintly in the sunlight, a wisp of smoke 
drifting into the white gum dose by the pool wh^ the 
old man is sleeping in the shade. There are few signs of 
inhabitation: it is almost as though the Aborigines had 
rested here for the night, slept, eaten their food 
disappeared again into the plains and gorges i cl aim i n g 
no place as their own, establishing no permanent dwellings. 
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nor anj^thing that might bear tangible witness to their 
possession of the land. 

The women do not follow any set direction, nor has 
each family a monopoly of certain pools and paths. Their 
choice wiil depend primarily on knowledge of the more 
fertile spots and whether their possibilities have been 
exhausted. It is a matter of combing the country, its 
crevices and crannies, cutting into its trees and ant-bed 
mounds for honey, and of digging in the earth for roots, 
iguana, and porcupine. It is not the steady strenuous labour 
of the German peasant woman bending from dawn to dusk 
over her fields, hoeing* weeding, sowing, and reaping. The 
aboriginal woman has greater freedom of movement and 
more variety. Her sources of nourisliment are scattered 
and often invisible; she has not the apparent security of 
seeing beneath her eyes the crops which when harvested 
will rnaintain her for the season. But at the same time 
the agriculturist may be left destitute and almost starving 
If they fail or are destroyed by drought, flood, fire, locusts, 
or grasshoppers, as sometimes happens in China and in 
Europe- 1 never saw an aboriginal woman come in empty- 
handed, though in 1535 there was a drought, and only 
seven inches of rain fell as against the customary eighteen 
or twenty-two. The cattle died or became mere walking 
skeletons* only a few being dispatched to the meatworks 
in Wyndham. In other parts of the State, probably in 
those bordering on tlie desert,^ natives had difficulty in 
warding off starvation ' hut in the Kimberleys they still 
brought in food though it was supplemented* as is customary, 
by station beef from time to time. However, on those days 
when they were dependent on their own efforts they always 
found enough to satisfy their needs. 

But to return to the w^omen who are just leaving the 
camp at Bedford, I generally accompany Bulagil, since 
she is the most iutelligent of the women, and has a good 
command of English. We set ofi at a quick pace, since it 

* Annual Report of tk* Chirf Pfi»Uel6r of Ab^^rigims, Wfsifrn Australia^ 
lass, pp, 3 wl 4. 
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is early and ^%'e are covering ground that has already been 
ransacked. About a quarter of a mite away the younger 
wife sees what looks to me to be a dead root. She digs 
around it and finally drags out a long reddish tuber, uia.-ndi. 
In the meantime the other two have gone ahead, leaving 
the path to walk through the grasses to an ant-bed, 
containing wild-honey. The step-daughter nearby is scraping 
the earth for some greyish seeds— djunda:, which are also 
the food of the native-companion. In the " w'et" season 
there will be fruits of various kinds, the round conkaberries 
■— briddji, black plums— min^aret, and also frogs dug out 
of pits tliree or four feet deep, and cooked on the hot ashes. 
Farther on we pass a species of gum tree iivith a sugary 
white substance— jyinga :—on the back of the leaves. The 
youngest climbs up, cuts off a few branches, and the others 
scrape oil the pinga: in flakes, eating a little and putting 
the remainder into a bflly. Earlier in the year in August, 
there would be the baobab nuts, tjitttili, shaped like an 
emu's egg, covered with a green sort of fur, containing a 
white kernel, which is pounded up, mixed with water, and 
eaten with the fingers. The younger wife, who has been 
di gging for the yam, is still m the rear, so the others call 
out and tell her to hurry. Actually she is quite capable of 
looking alter herself, but the younger women prefer company 
if it is to be had, since there is always the possibility of a 
man hanging about with motives other than those of 
hunting. Sometimes he may receive a welcome, but evidently 
not in this case. Co-wives, two sisters, mother and daughter, 
sisters-in-law, a woman and her husband's mother, or perhaps 
a younger woman in a tribal relationship who camps near 
her, may travel together. An older woman frequently goes 
off alone, though if tired, the others wait for her if she has 
been in the vicinity during the day. Children accompany 
their mother, so that from an early age they begin to absorb 
the details of their environment. She points out the tracks 
of game and reptiles, and the children constantly question 
her about the names of different bushes and plants. On 
the whole there is little explicit instruction, and younger 
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childreti are not considered capable of supporting themselves 
until after puberty* They generally managed to find some¬ 
thing, however^ which they ate on the spot, if it did not 
need ccxiking. 

It should be mentioned here that most of these women 
did not belong to the country in which they were foraging : 
nevertheless in this particular pursuit they had the same 
rights as those who did. There was never any questiou 
of the sister of the headman, for instance, taking precedence 
over the wife of a younger man. when a dump of yams or 
the tracks of an iguana were discaveried- A more detailed 
discussion of ownership of resources will be dealt with 
later in a study of local organj2ationi 

After three or four miles we approach a bilkbong where 
the lubras dive in, swim, and incidentally gather lily-rqots 
and buds. There is much chatter and teasing on such 
occasions, and the coolne^ b a welcome respite after the 
heat* BulagU leaves the others alter a time, and goes 
higher up to hsh, and to search for mussels and crabs. 
She catches about fifteen perch and with this haul will 
not bother to look very diligently for food for the rest of 
the day. The same applies to the other wife, who has 
collects a ^ of lily-roots* They Ue for a time in 

the shade, gossip, eat some of the fish and roots, sleep, 
and about three o'clock move homeward. For all their 
desultory searching, there is little that they mi^, or fail 
to note for a future occasion. Sometimes their dogs bring 
down a kangaroo. The women may singe and disembowel 
it, eat the heart and liver^—delicacies—and carry the r^t 
back to the camp. There is no taboo on their doing this ; 
as far as T could discover they ate whatever part of the 
kangaroo they liked though at Fonest Riv^ the men alone 
drank the blood.* 

Certainly from the European point of view there is a 

* is an aboriguim] term tMt baa pa£^ Latq cnrreiicj 

Id AtiStzalia. It is a aJlaJLqW vwel made of wek^ 

■ For a faUer discusama of tliis. sw pay repcrt op the Forre^ Rtver 
tribes is Oixatiia, V, 1931, p- 41S. 
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good deal of routine in tie foraging for food every day i 
certainly it demands skill, knowledge, and patience, but 
I never heard the women grumble, except in one instance, 
when 1 sympathetically brought the subject roiind to this 
point, and my informant was too human to resist the 
temptation. It was not a permanent attitude on her part. 

If so. it would have manifested itself in an obvious sullenness, 
weadness, possibiy timidity and chronic resentment. The 
facts were otherwise. Some of the women, when confronted 
with the anthropologist, were apt to be shy: yet if they 
w'ere less assertive and articulate than others, they still 
entered with zest into the play and chatter at the waterholes 
and around the fires. Monotony was to some extent counter¬ 
balanced, as I have already said, by the variety of the 
daily provender, and by the fact that they generally 
traversed new ground each day. If it was compulsory to 
search for food, at least they did not travel Uke ^ts of 
burden, with timorous docility and bovine resignation. 
They were not driven forth by the men; they departed 
just as leisurely, chose their own routes, and in this depart¬ 
ment of economic activities were left in undisputed sway. 
If it was left to them alone to provide certain goods, at 
least it was a province in which they were their own 
mistresses, acquired their skill from the oldp women, and 
served no weary apprenticeship to an exac^g husband or 
father. The men, once they had killed their kangaroo, had 
finished their labours for the day. The women's work, 
on the other hand, might be more protracted but it was 
less strenuous^ and compares favourably with a European 
eight-hour day and possibly overtime as well. 

It is also of interest in view of the theory put forward 
by O. T- Mason and R. BriffaiiU that women were the 
first agriculturists,! to raise the question here wheth^ 
the Aborigines display any tendency to plant seeds. On the 
Forrest River Mission both sexes worked in the vegetable 
gardens, but the women were not better gardeners, nor 

1 O. T. Muon, Womon'i Skart iw Frimitiw Cwftur#. p. H# ; H. Briffault, 
r^f vol, ill, 2 . 
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did they seem to mimifest any more enthusiasm and interest. 
They never bothered to take seeds and start their own 
little plots. One white man told me he had given them grain 
to sow* but when he asked them later what they had done 
with it* they had replied caustically and realistic^y i Me 
bin eat him. Suppose me plant him* white-ant eat him. 
More better me eat him first time."' Unanswerable logic. 
I was toidp however* by the manager of the Munja on the 
coast p that men and women often planted watermelon seeds 
of their own accords but I never met an instance of this 
in the region to the east. Women then do not appear 
to be embryonic agricultiirists in this part of Austr^iap 
in spite of the fact that many have worked on the stations 
and know something of gardening.^ 

Economic Co-operation between the Sexes 

But to return to our main argument. We can dismiss 
the statement that the women's work involves more 
drudgery than that of the men* even though it may take 
longer. It is compulsory only in the sense that it is an 
occupation that ts of vital importance for the maintenarice 
of life ; but there is no question of the brutal imposition 
of the heavier tasks on the weaker sex That of the men 
is also compulsory from the tribal point of view as I shall 
show later. However* there is stiD the point made by 
Professor Malinowski that there is no real co-operation, 
since the women contribute the greater portion of the 
food-supply. It seems to me that there is a danger in such a 
statement of confusing the qualitative with, the quantitative. 
A woman would bring hi her kula^t&n five or eight yams^ 

* Aiitkrdpg(bg!sti WDJ-Mug m tuthat poji^ of tbb liave xityled 

th(5 fisimc Vid* B. SpcncHSTp N.T.N T.A., p. 27 ; E.U. Cun, T.A.R.. 

™l. a, p, 7^. on natives of Vretoda * A, P, ElMa, The SoeSaJ Lifia and 
latclli^ence of tha Au^tnOiui Abodgine/* Ouanm, lii, p. S03. He 

thii, I thfnk^ to tha " aativa phLli3iK»phv of the pro- 

existence of ^pixits of natural speciw with its coroUji^ that the ioorense 
of the aitfl tbeiefcrte the maiiiteiiaiiice of lb* foDd supply depends 

a&t 00 and sowing, but on the pwfaTmanco of the piescnb^ritci 

at Che sacred places at riEbt times 
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perhaps a dozen fish and Idy-roots. Her husband may 
have brought in a kangaroo which, if he has meat or is 
in debt to some affinal relative, he gives away without 
keeping any for himself. But very often he cooks it, ending 
portions of the animal—head, tail, or shoulder—to different 
relatives, retaining the rest lor family use and possibly 
distributing a little more the next day. 

In actual quantity, the woman probably provides more 
over a fixed period than the man, since hunting is not 
always successful. She always manages to bring in some¬ 
thing, and hence the family is dependent on her efforts to 
a greater extent than on those of her husband. Without 
tire constant foraging for smaller foods, something like a 
state of starvation would ensue “if the small quantities of 
meat were the sole means of subsistence. If a woman is 
lazy then her husband grumbles, and if he has had a tiring 
day himself he quarrels, and perhaps attempts to beat her. 

1 say attempt, because there is no question of her 
submissively accepting punishment for onwifely conduct. 
She may even attack him first with any weapon that comes 
to hand. The husband in such a case is acknowledged to 
be in the right : it is a recognized part of the wife’s duties 
to gather the smaller foods. One Aborigine to whom I 
was talking said he would not many a station half-caste, 
because ” him all right to sleep alonga, but him no good 
catch 'em sugar-bag and yam 
On the other hand, whatever may be the argument of 
dieticians and vegetarians as to the necessity for meat, 
there is no doubt about the native attitude. Meat is regarded 
as an essential element of diet, and it is just as incumbent 
on the man to contribute this whenever possible, as it is 
for the women to go out for roots and tubers. It is not 
left to caprice, inclination, and the stimulation provided 
by Sport to drive him forth; he does not loll in the shade 
waiting to be fed by his devoted wife. He goes out day 
after day and generally returns with something if only an 
iguana, a frill lizard, a wild cat, or some larger fish obtained 
by spearing. If there is beef he may remain in the camp 
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and paiot himself up for some corroboree. Still kangafoo 
never comes amiss, and he often hunts if only for a short 
time. 

The possibility of ill-luck in the chase was admitted, 
bat on the few occasions w'hen a man was consistently 
unfortunate or laay, his wife berated him. and if particularly 
exasperated attacked him with both tongue and tomahawk. 
In fact, effort on his part was as compulsory as it was for 
the woman. This is not dogmatism ; it is based on observa¬ 
tion of the camp when there was little meat to be had or 
none at all. The Abori^nes continually craved for meat, 
and any man was apt to declare " me hungry alonga bingy ", 
though he had had a good meal of yams and damper a 
few minutes before. The camp on such occasions became 
glum, lethargic, and unenthosiastlc about dancing. " Me 
can't go alonga corroboree ; me weak along legs, me hungry 
alonga meat," was a typical reply to the inquiry as to 
whether there would he a dance that night. When I went 
with ten Aborigines to visit a tribe seventy miles away from 
Forrest River Mission, after two days the men refused to 
go farther without calling a halt and hunting for kangaroo, 
although the women were bringing in the usu^ contribution, 
and there was plenty of flour for dampers. Moreover, 
there is another sanction—that of amour propre. The 
good hunter is called mularrin [D.), while the man who 
has caught nothing, though he receives his share from 
the others, feels ashamed. While I was with them on this 
expedition, a good hunter happened to be unsuccessful on 
one occasion. He came in disconsolately, sat in a morose 
silence which was not broken till his sister-in-law Inquired 
quite unnecessarily and tactlessly —” You no bin catchem 
kangaroo ? " and received a glare in reply. He remained 
subdued for the rest of the night. The others had brought 
in something, one a kangaroo, another a small wallaby, 
anothei a frill lisard, and the fourth three small emus. 
They had been greeted with excitement and all were in a 
festive mood, except the unlucky hunter, although his 
craving for meat had been satisfied. The mistaken view 
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has becQ advanced that kangaroo is not very important 
to the natives since it is generally shared, while the woman's 
contribution is mostly retained for family use. Now quite 
apart from the evidence we have discussed, there is the 
point that the comparatively small quantities of meat 
make its division with others an established rule, in 
accordance with the principles of native life that relatives 
should never go in need of what one has oneself. These 
rules of distribution in their turn emphasize its social 
importance. Again, because of its value it constitutes one 
of the most frequent items of exchange between affinal 
relatives. 

There are stiU one or two points to be discussed on the 
labour of the women, which have been mentioned as evidence 
of their servile position in the tribe. The first is that they 
generally have the loads to carry, whilst the men go off 
gaily with only a spear, and perhaps a tomahawk stuck 
in their hair-bdts. But we have already seen that for 
hunting the man must be untrammelled, and that actually 
the loads consist only of chattels and belongings. The 
phrase, without closer analsfsis, suggests that the woman is 
a miniature pantechnicon, whereas in reality the household 
effects usually comprise blanket, kidsmoK, digging-stick, 
a frock, shirt, knife, twine, and perhaps a small axe. the 
whole weighing about thirty or forty pounds at most, and 
less than the enthusiastic walker carries in his rucksack. 
Freedom from such a burden would be pleasant, but it 
does not tax the strength unduly, and is less tiring probably 
than the load the European housewife often carries home 
from the market, with perhaps a child in her arms as well. 
Certainly it cannot be singled out as a stigma of the 
aboriginal woman’s servility. In short, the only conclusion 
that can be deduced from this somewhat lengthy discussion 
of activities and attitudes, is that there is a teal 

co-operation between man and wife, and that it is an 
exp€K:ted and recognized feature of marital life. 
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Tfu: Return to the Camp. 

So far our attention has been fixed on the small groups 
of indi\'iduals wandering through the scrub. Seen from 
a hill, the spare, dark forms of the women pass SI0WI7 
over the broWiTt soil, stooping to dig or climbing a tree for 
honey. There is little or no contact with the men, each 
sex devoting its encrgiGs to its own particular task. In 
another direction, the thin, lithe figures of the men can 
be seen racing after a kangaroo : one pauses to look intently 
over the plain, spear in hand, and then signals to his 
companion to approach. As the day wears on, the fierce 
heat abat^, and the hills that were an aching red, darken 
to deep shadow. Men and women conveige upon the camp 
which is the other pole to the axis of their activities. So 
far we have viewed it as a point of departure, deserted 
during the day, but now it is restless with moving figures, 
its stillness broken by the yapping of dogs, the screaming 
of children and the murmur of t^k its fires have awakened, 
and the smoke twists lazily into the late afternoon air. 

Already in the preceding section certain questions have 
suggested themselves; what does the woman do with the 
food she has gathered, what economic tasks must she still 
cany oot in the camp, and finally what rights does she 
exercise over her fireplace. In describing the way in wbich 
the rest of the day is spent the treatment will of necessity 
be ellipticalit will deal with one phase only—the economic 
—ignoring in the main those social relationships which 
assert themselves within the confines of the camp. 

We have mentioned in passing that during the day 
there is little or nothing to demarcate one fireplace from 
another. Yet a woman who is perhaps weary, does not 
squat down by the nearest depression. She makes for the 
one where she slept the night before. Here her children sit 
or play, and here she is joined by her hnsband. The 
subsequent arrangement of families is not a promiscuous 
one. Each group owns its fireplace to this e-xtent, though 
it has no inalienable right to )t on the next visit to the 
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pool, yet temporarily possession is sacrosanct. Only a few 
people sit by it and touch the belongings scattered about. 

TTic camp is not necessarily circular in shape. Much 
depends on locality. At Moola Bulla, a creek ran down 
by the side of the garden, goat yard, homestead, and out 
into the plain beyond, till it entered a small pool between 
the hills. In winter the banks of the credt offered protection 
against the winds, and were bmlt up with branch®. Most 
of the Aborigines camped in its bed, and any symmetry 
in the disposal of their fires was due rather to chance than 
to set intention. An indi'V'idnal is found among his close 
relativ® who are members of the same horde. Strangers 
make their fireplaces on the side nearest their own horde 
country, a principle of local organization that has been 
noted by Professors Radcliffe-Brown and Elkin and others. 
Although a man avoids close contact with his wife's rather 
and his sister, it may happen that both are married to 
men of adjacent territories and therefore may only be 
twenty yards apart or less. At Moola Bulla the direction 
taken by the creek precluded a tendency towards an oval 
arrangement of sites. The grouping resolves itself first 
of all into that of hordes; when these are examin^ 
individually, they are found to comprise a man and his 
family separated from other horde members by his own 
blood relatives on his father's side. Generally we find 
that if two women have been foraging together, they 
either share the one fireplace as co-wives or are mother 
and unmarried daughter; or else they are neighbours 
and affinal relatives. Sometimes they may he married to 
men of the same horde, and youth, temperament, and 
common interests may forge a bond of companionship 
between them. They are djutitidjtiifit or “ mates . In 
most camps two principles are in opmtion—those of 
kinship and local organization. Exceptions occur where 
a man working lor a European has to live near a windmill, 
a goat yard, or perhaps within easy call, .^t Gordon Downs 
in the East Djaru territory, a shortage of firewood compelled 
some Waneiga nativ® to shift to a place opposite their 
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country; still they were at some little distance from the 
owners of the stirroundit^ region. Nowadays, accontiing 
to native statements, there is a greater intemibcture of 
hordes than forrnerly; but even then relatives frequently 
paid visits, and had the right to hunt and camp while in 
the horde-country. 

The question arises how far the camp can be considered 
a permanent unit in regard to its personnel and the territory 
it occupies. Actually the main factors controlling the 
duration of time spent in one particular spot are those of 
water and food supply. Towards the end of the ^vinter in 
September, the billabongs begin to dry up and frequent 
movements are necessary. This also entails the splitting 
up of a large gathering into smaller units. At the Bedford 
Camp, the Aborigines only stayed by one pool for two 
weeks and then had to shift to another a mile away. In 
the summer when the rivers are in flood, an almost unlimited 
supply of fish, an abundance of game, roots, and berries 
may permit a large inter-tribal meeting of one hundred 
and fifty or more to camp for two or three months in the 
one place. The size of the camp then depends on the food 
available and the season of the year. Initiation ceremonies 
lead to a concentration in one area of the members of a 
horde and only a few old people are scattered about the 
territory. The camp may vary from three or four up to 
two hundred individuals. Around the homestead a number 
of hordes may be living together, but m the summer these 
separate to attend ceremonies in tlieir own countries perhaps 
sixty miles away. Close relatives are still together; the 
alignment of their camps is almost as fixed as the relation 
between the stars of a constellation, except that the human 
constellatioto pursues a more erratic course over the earth. 

A comparison of the word for camp—with those 
for hordcKMuntry—nosra.-m (ffl.nn, big camp, and spirit 
centre— tmny^oara. da:m (little camp}, can be taken up 
at this point. The repetition of would seem to indicate 
a similar attitude adopted towards all three localities. 
They are places where a native makes his fire, sleeps and 
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seaiches for food. This is borne out by the difficulty, 
frequently encountered, of discovering a man's or a womati’s 
nopra:m rfs.TM. It has well defined boundaries and is named, 
yet very often be replies with the names of half a do^en 
pools, i.e, places where be has camped and which offer a 
plentiful supply of game and food. They are vital points 
in his territory; in part they constitute its significance 
and value for him. Of these, one generally is more important 
than the others—his wanyegoafa da/m, the pool where his 
father found him as a spirit child. This he re^ds as 
peculiarly his own though others may camp by it. He 
visits it frequently, mentions it with pride, and will be 
buried with his head pointing towards it. The tie is a 
spiritual rather than a purely economic one. Occasionally 
the spirit centre may lie outside his horde territory, in 
which case he is allowed to hunt there. It follows that a 
woman living with her husband in his country, adopts 
difieient attitudes towards it. She exercises rights over 
the temporary camp, which she refers to as yagumba: da.‘m, 
" my own camp " ; by her fireside she cooks, distributes 
food, keeps her belongings with security, receives visits 
from her relatives and those of her husband. But the 
stretch of country over which she daily forages for food, 
she does not regard as her own. 

DistaiDUTiojf AND Consumption of Food 

We can now return to watch the women who have just 
come into the camp. Bulagil swings down her swag, takes 
out the fish and wild-honey, a portion of which she gives 
to her mother. She is under no obligation to ask her 
husband's per mis sion, nor is there any question of her 
placing the fruits of labour at his feet for his disposal. 
She talks for a while, commenting on another woman 
who saw a porcupine but did not catch it, and laughs at 
another who has carried honey in a ktdiXttton, an unusual 
practice nowadajrs, when most possess a billycan for the 
purpose. Leaving her, she walks down to the pool for 
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water, and on her return finds the other women standing 
up to watch a man approaching who has caught some sort 
of kangaroo. They speculate whether it is a maJe or a 
femalep until he signals that it is a female plam-kangaroo 
by clenching his fist, bending his dbow, and then moving 
his am straight out to one side. Besides this sign, there 
are others for male and female hill-kangaroo* iguana, turkey, 
native companion, emu, mussel, bream, barramundip turtle, 
crocodile, and porcupine ; others lor nothing, to bring water 
and firewood p to indicate male or female child, to inquire 
direction and to give an answer to this. 

If aboriginal food is unappetising to the European, at 
least it makes few demands on the culinary skill or time 
of the woman. FniitSp tjcrries, nuts, and lily stalks are 
eaten raw: fishp turtkp grubs, white-ant larvse are laid 
on the coals; an iguana is buried in hot sand for a little 
longer ; roots, bulbs, tubers, and seeds are roasted- Damper 
made from grass or lily seeds is more complicated p but it 
always looked and tasted stodgy to me. Kangaroo must 
cook for three or four hours: a man as a rule sees to its 
preparation. He singes it, breaks the kgs at the joints, 
cuts off the tail^ and removes the internal organs. He 
places it on hot stones in a pit, and when it is ready, carves 
and distributes the portions. Sometimes he gives the head 
and front kgs to his son. the back to his brother-in-law, 
the hind-legs to his sister's son, and keeps the liver, heart, 
and underpart of the animal for himself and his wife. 
If there is an iguana, he may resen^e the back and the main 
part of it for himself and give the tail to a brother-in-law. 
A man who has caught a bird shares it with Ids wife. 

The womanp howeverp has prepared and pro\nded the 
bulk of the meal. What is her stiare in it ? It would be 
pointless and a waste of time to summon forth again the 
ghost of primitive communism^ merely for the pleasure of 
baaishing it once more from anthropological theory, for 
there are few field workers who seriously attribute to it a 
flesh and blood reality. More relevant than these ancient 
issues of individualism versus primitive communism, are 
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the differences in the mode of .distribution and consumption 
of the various food supplies. 

As we have already seen the husband must from time to 
time give kangaroo to his wife's parents and brothers; 
besides this he always distributes a little among his blood 
relatives. Most of what the woman has obtained is consumed 
by herself, husband, and children ; if she has a little extra 
she takes some to her mother, sister, mother's mother, 
father, in fact to any close relative. She on another occasion 
receives similar offerings from them, and also meat from 
her male relatives, which she shares with her husband and 
children. These gifts arc not compulsory as are her husband’s 
to her people. They are dictated by tribal sentiment and 
her own affection for these individuals; by a kinship 
system which finds concrete expression not only in attitudes 
and linguistic usage, but also in the exchange of the limited 
food resources and the material and ritual objects which 
are found in the community. Kinship as seen in Australia 
is practical altruism or enlightened self-interest. 

Up to puberty children are dependent on their parents. 
After this the boy and girl make their contributions, the 
brother providing meat for his sister, whilst she reciprocates 
with a portion of whatever she finds. If she later becomes 
a widow he, his mother's brother, and other male relatives 
keep her supplied with meat once the mourning taboos are 
relaxed. When she is old, tribal usage and sentiment demand 
that she be supported by her children, or failing them her 
nearest relatives. But she eats little and no great drain is 
plac^ on the resources in this region. During her marriage, 
however, the gifts between brother and sister become more 
irregular, and it is the new group constituted by herself, 
her husband, and her children that consume most of what 
she obtains, together with a percentage of the game speared 
by her husband. In this, the new family is almost an 
independent economic unit. But in distributing food to 
others, gifts are not made by the family as such, but by 
the wonjan to her relatives, and hy the husband to his own 
and to hers. Emphasis is always placed on the obligation 
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to share what otic can with kiiiffolk. Greed is despised, 
whilst generosity is admired and commended. One old 
man reoeived an unlooked-for gilt of kangaroo from his 
son-in-law. He was openly pleased and said jokingly, 
" I can't call yon lambera (d.h.) ; me got to call you ^atbtty 
(son)." In short it was a gift dictated by affection ratlier 
than by compulsion to fulfil obligations to affinal relatives. 
Many myths illustrate the fate that befalls the man who 
is greedy : that of Flying Fox and Eaglo Hawk described 
previously being a case in point; others describe the care 
and protection lavished on the child by its mother or on a 
boy by bis elder brother. 

Little of the food is wasted, intestines and scraps being 
eagerly snapped up by the dogs in the camp. The bones, 
head, and tail of the kangaroo are pounded up with some 
of the flesh and eaten. The women bring in just sufficient 
for the midday and evening meals: storing, if it can be 
called such, is to the occasion of mi inter-tribal or 

horde meeting, when the women of the boy's horde gather 
the wild-honey, store it in a kulatnon. and later band it 
over to his initiators. Similarly at the deferred mourning 
ceremonies, wild-honey is given to those who have brought 
back the bones of the dead to his relatives. Kangaroo is 
also exchanged among the various hordes, generally through 
the medium of those men who stand in closer rdationsbip, 
be it blood or affinal, fn considering the amount eaten 
by the woman, it must be remembered that although she 
only takes about one third herself, she has nevertheless 
partially satisfied her hunger during the day. There may 
also be the same delicate assumption as in our own society 
that a woman's appetite is smaller than that of a man. 
The men, if they are far from the camp, often cook and 
eat a httfe of the game they have caught, and then bring 
the rest home. An absence of pots and pans simplifies 
domestic arrangements, and once the meal is finished, the 
w'oman is free to talk or to wander up to the corroborce 
ground. The woman then fetches firewood and water, 
and sees to all that pertains to the hearth; but if this is to 
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be CDnsidered himulmting drudgery, it is a fate that 
shares with many a European woman. 

A word may be added here on health of the women, 
since this might be taken as an index of the heaviness of 
their work. They were no thinner than the men, did not 
sicken more frequently, and were capable even when old 
of going out to search for food, and covering the long 
distances that a move from camp to camp sometimes 
entailed. More positively we can say that their way of 
life would seem to contribute to their health, endow them 
with a store of vitality and physical fitness which enable 
them to grapple ivith the exacting conditions of environment 
and climate. 

RbLE or Woii£K tM Econouics 

This chapter has concerned itself with developing, 
deepening, and giving content to the impressions of the 
country, camp, and activities of the wonren received in 
the prologue. The facts given become obvious during the 
first few weeks of fieldwork. Of the social, religious, and 
local tics which have moulded the woman as she has a ppear e d 
to us in this section, little has been said, since they are less 
tangible, less immediately apparent, and demand more 
interpretation. Some of these can be best studied in 
relationship to childhood, puberty^ and adolescence; and 
hence establishing on a finn foundation the binding character 
and validity that they have for the adult woman. 

But suCficient has emerged from our survey to enable 
us to generalise on the economic position of women, though 
I have not yet touched upon the kinship exchai^es and 
also those which resemble the Merbok, described by Dr, 
Stanner on the Daly River. There is a division of labour 
betw'een the sexes—one which is dictated by the food 
resources available, the methods of exploiting them and 
physiological capacities. Her work cannot be characterized 
as drudgery. After the detailed examination that has been 
made, we are not justified in saying even from the viewpomt 
of European standards, that to her lot fall the more onerous 
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tasks. The dUision of labour is not rooted in a sociolo^cal 
Status. Equally important is her own attitude, which is 
never one of chronic resentment, weariness or boredom. 
Foraging by its v^ry rtatiire in this r^on presents a certain 
amount of variety in the t5rpe of country traversed each 
day. in the foods that ripen from season to season, in the 
excitement of finding smaller game and reptiles, and in 
the pleasure of the company of others of her sex. There 
is eo-operation between man and wife in that meat is 
regarded as an e^ntiaJ part of diet, and it is the man^s 
task to supply this. Co-operation is expected, and both 
will support their claims if necessary by force. 

Having established this, we can say now without falling 
into paradox or vitiating the validity of these conclusions, 
that in so far as the woman brings in food every day, in 
so far as her labour is usually productive, as compared 
with the uncertainty attendant on the hunting of the man, 
the family is primly dependent on her efforts. This 
state of afiairs can now be approached positively as the 
fulfilment by the woman of an important rdle in economics, 
and not as the imposition of the heavier work on the weaker 
sex, Moreover this rfile is a highly individualized one. 
since she relies on her own capacities and sldU. Her 
knowledge acquired during childhood and puberty, is capital 
on which she can always draw succ^^hiily even in times 
of drought. It places a premium on her as a food-gatherer, 
and makes her eligible as a marital partner, no doubt 
affording some compensation to the tnan for the lack of 
choice which a somewhat rigid kinship system involves. 
If she d^rts her husband, he has lost not merely a sexual 
partner, which he could soon rectify, but also one who will 
attend to his hearth. Her economic skill is not only a 
weapon for subastence, but also a means of enforcing 
good treatment and justice. How far her initiative and 
individuality are developed in other respects and how far 
her influence m other spheres of life can be attributed to her 
indispeDsability as an economic partner, will emerge during 
the course of this book. 


CHAPTER ir 


THE sch:ial and spiritual background of 

THE ABORIGINAL CHILD 

The last chapter has built up some picture of the 
conditions under which life must be lived, of the daily 
duties that a woman must cany out. We have described 
the camp and peopled it, for it is in this contest that the 
child is subjected to those factors which enable her to 
play her part later in the community as an active social 
personality. By this phrase I mean that her rfile is not 
simply one of drudgery and reproduction; it is also an 
active partidpation in the events which affect the tribe as 
a whole; an assumption of responsibilities and assertion 
of rights in spheres other than the economic^ BUi affiliation 
with certain groups, and some conformity to the norms 
and patterns of behaviour of those around her. 

In tracing the childhood of the average woman, it is 
not a matter of listing the riles de assodated with 

birth, maturation, puberty, marriage and death, in wltich 
she is alternately ejected from and received back into the 
fold ; nor of capitalizing the events which seem to provide 
the one touch of interest in a life devoted apparently to 
the provision of foodj the rearing of children, and the 
ministration to the wants of her family. The dramatic 
significance of such ceremonies is not divorced from the 
realities of daily routine, but represents an emphasis on 
the^ when they are either threatened by external, social 
or supernatural dangers, or else become particularly relevant 
to the individual or the community in certain situations. 
Nevertheless it would be wrong to estimate the importance 
of a man or a woman in terms of the ceremomKi of which 
they happened to be the central ffgures, or to expect to 
find in these a crystallization of all social values. There 
are enduring and fundamental factors which may not 
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receive the same spectacular expression, Values may be 
implicit, and may only emerge Tvhen a number of ceremonies 
have been studied in conjunction with ordinary activities 
in the camp. 

To illustrate. The importance of women in daily life 
is already evident from the material presented so far. Yet 
there is no ceremony in which she proudly produces her 
first yam or grub. But as we shall see Jater, her co-opcration 
in economics is a necessity, and enables her on the basis 
of this to demand rights in marriage. Further, marriage 
becomes a privilege for the man, which he only acquires 
after he has passed through certain stages of initiation. 
Ostensibly during this period, contact with women is taboo 
and a danger; implicitly there is, however, a reference to 
marriage as a r%ht to be obtained only after certain 
conditions have been fulfilled. Less spectacular, but 
constituting a constant drain on a man’s resources through¬ 
out his lifetime, is the passage of gifts from him to his 
wife's people—n definite recognition of the value of the 
vromau as his sexual and economic partner. Hence we 
shall deal primarily with the assertion of rights and the 
carrying out of duties and the sanctions behind them. 
At certain periods, new responsibilities emerge which may 
be acknowledged by ceremony. As such It represents a 
summation of certain values; it is possibly an index to 
the attitudes adopted toivards them, and a clue to others 
that may be overlooked by the fleldworker in the daily 
acti^fitics in the camp. It is from this point of view that 
rites and ceremomes must be approached, rather than in 
an attempt to establish a pricn a correlation between their 
spectacular character and tlie corresponding importance of 
the individuals concerned in society. 

Moreover, we have already shown that sympathy on the 
grounds of the apparent monotony of the woman's pursuits 
b gratuitous and mbplaced. There is drama in the relation¬ 
ships between husband and wife, parents and children, 
in so far as an element of emotional tension b likely to 
enter into any of these. It b important for the anthropologist 
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and will have its place in any account of aboriginal life. 
A difficulty Ues in the presentation of such dratnatic facts, 
with journalistic sensationalism to be avoided on the one 
hand, and mere pedestrianism on the other. The task is 
to recreate native existence in its mundane and dramatic 
aspects, and if necessary to employ all the artifices of style 
and language to do so. The anthropologist needs the eye 
of a novelist for a selection of incident which will illuminate 
the characteristics, temperament, and motives of a people, 
the general context of situation, and the underlying relation¬ 
ships which must be made explicit. A James Joycean 
discursiveness and accumulation of endless details froin 
endless notebooks b just as much to be avoided here as 
in the novel, in so far as they do not contribute to the 
understanding of social processes and personal relationships, 
obscure essentials, and clog the development of a theme. 
This, however, raises the problem of drawing conclusions 
on the basis of one or two instances cited. B-ut the difficulty 
can in a large measure be surmounted by a statement to 
the effect that the incident was only obserii'ed once or was 
typical of many. 

Anthropology as a science must have its laws and 
abstractions: yet human beings in such moments of drama 
are apt to prove intractable to scientific manipulation, and 
the fiddworker b faced continually with the problem o^f 
the degree of emphasis to be laid on the crude ore Oif 
experience, and the generalizations which may be extracted 
from it, and which may not be necessarily representative 
of all its characteristics. For example, the subsection 
system may be expressed in terms of A, B, C, and D, which 
in a specific arrangement denote certain sequences of 
relationships and generation leveb. But if thb is a useful 
method of approach, it still does not cover all the facts, 
nor docs it convey the reality of the system for the native, 
A balance must be struck between the significant detail 
of daily life, and the principles of the system as they emerge 
from the genealogy chart. If no relation can be established, 
then our abstractions exist in UflCwo and lose their validity. 
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The Anthropologist must be Janus^faced; he must look 
with the eyes of the Etmopean—the alien-—and grasp the 
main outlines of the 55 ffitem, seizing on rccurriag elements 
which may be said to constitute the principles or structure. 
But he must also look with the eyes of the natives, 
into account their categories of thought and experience. 
His final conclusions must be a synthesis of the two points 
of vim : the presentation of the culture in terms of its 
historic,^ background where possible, its own problems, 
institutions, and values on the one hand ; and on the other 
the establi^ment of those aspects which occur in other 
human societies, and which arise out of the operation of 
the same or similar sociological laws. 

An examination of the ceremonies and attitudes has its 
place here because they condition the development of the 
child, and give some hint of her future as an adult. We 
are concerned with how far a yoimg girl enters into a 
common h^tage with the boy of the same age; how far 
her education sets her apart as a member of her sex. The 
shortness of my stay with any one tribe in the Kimberleys 
precludes a purely biographical account but there is sufficient 
material to generalize. These exigences if amalgamated 
probably constitute the history of most children in the 
region, though allowance must be made for difierenoes in 
temperament which would alter the intensity of some social 
relationships. Even so this account will have its obvious 
lacunte, since children in the camps were few. with the 
exception of Moola Bulla, the Government native station, 
where there were about 40 attending the school. During 
the day parents, who were for the most part engaged in 
^ks about the homestead, saw little of thdr progeny. 
However, I was able to expand my material and verify 
my primary conclusions from September to March 
when big assemblies of natives took place in the bush for 
ini tiation ceremonies. Having a limited time at my disposal 
It was not possible for me to make the detailed Hn^tic 
s^dy which would have yielded valuable data similar to 
that collected by Dr. Firth on the kinship speech of chddien 
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in Tikopia.^ Consequently I am not in a position to comment 
on any " time tag in the application of terms to specific 
individuals The small child whom I shaU take as my 
central figure in the foUcrwing narrative was about two 
years old, and could half pronounce the word for mother. 
But as other relatives were continually picking her up and 
repeating kinship terms to her, it would seem that alter 
she had acquired those for use within the immediate family, 
she does not learn the others in any particular order. 

The aboriginal child is bom into a miheu of kinship j 
she is the object of attention by her parents, hw brothers 
and sisters; she is from the first brought into contact with 
people who stand in a kinship relation to her, and whose 
conduct is largely dictated by this. This is no arbitrary 
formulation on the basis of genealogies, but can be observed 
in any camp. Hence a study of childhood is in the main 
a study of kinship in action with the child as the focal 
point. The factors of age, sex and locality, if they are 
operative in determining the place she will occupy in future, 
are nevertheless beyond the range of her awareness at 
this stage, Any sphere of aboriginal life is likely to prove 
an open sesame to kinship. A discussion of the position 
of women in economics impinged on the marital relationship, 
and the distribution and consumption of food were found 
to occur for the most part within the family drde. This 
chapter, wbibt it raises the problems of these ties once 
again, will do so obliquely, since we are concerned primarily 
with their significance for the growing child. 

Sjnrit-childrm Beliefs, 

Before plunging into an account of the less spectacular 
asp^ts, it is necessary to draw attention to a set of beliefs 
w'hich postulate an existence as a spirit-child prior to 
birth, and which bear very directly on the meaning attributed 
to patermty and maternity by the natives of this region. 
These spirit-children, djinganammy, are not ancestors, as is 
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thought among the Arunta, but were placed in the pools 
by Kalfru, the rainbow seq»nt in the ^arit^gaHt or Time 
Long Past, before there were any natives. Often ^ey are 
temporarily incarnated in animals, birds, fish, reptUes, but 
they also wander over the coimtTy. play in the pools, and 
live on a green weed called gittda:l. Descriptions vary; 
some say the djinganara:Hy are like little childien about 
the siae of a walnut: others, that they resemble stnall red 
frogs- Conception occurs when one of these enters a woman. 
Its presence in the food given her by her husband makes 
her vomit, and later he dreams of it or else of some animal 
which he associates with it. It enters his wife by the foot 
and she becomes pregnant. The food which made her ill 
becomes the djeri!}, conception totem of her child. Scars, 
moles or dimple are the wounds where some animal or 
fish was speared by the man.’ 

Now these beliefs may suggest parallels with the stories 
of a stork occasionally told to children in our own culture. 
But they do not spring from any prurience or shame on 
the subject of sex, which natives w'ere willing to discuss 
with freedom- They arise out of an ignorance of physical 
paternity. The husband of the woman is the social father 
of the child and as a rule its spiritual genffor, for it sometimes 
happens that the woman finds the djcrii} herself or that 
it is given to her by another man. The latter, however, 
wiU not dream of the spirit-child, nor have a c cess to the 
woman sexually, nor exercise any rights over the child, 
who will take the country and the totems of the mother’s 
husband-* There were also instances where although the 
husband himself, had found the dj^ii}, he did not afterwards 
dream of the child. But his wife would then assert that 

‘ In East Bud Strath Kimberley (but npt at Fomst Kivisl. dji!tgamwfa:njt 
wert 6om«tiin«9 ikssod&tod witJi mAterlBl objecti anA even with dancu. 
A woman imglit become ill dti hA^dJin^ n dUly-big. or whem a oorrabotM 
WM beidR performed, or when her hiuih^md wii fuihioQing f/urupa. 
This then Wjutti* the totem of the ohild, ainco it was connected with 
cimioeptioiL , , ^ 

• Tbe« wm only three esses of thb in my geafaik)^^. Tts a ^ i nnl ar 
bel^f, set the wiiter'a ceport La OwAHin, vi, 395, These facts should bo 
□01^ by those who deny Lndividuil parenthood amon^ the Abon,^mca. 
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she had done so. with the result that the belief m " spiritual 
conception " was practically logic-proof. 

The relationship with the mother is both social and 
physical, though this point will be raised later, in ^aew of 
its contradiction by Dr. AsWey-Montagu in Cmiing 
Being Among the Ausirolian Aborigines. In this book he 
has weighed and summed up the evidence for an ignoram^ 
of physical paternity, and my own researches confirm his 
conclusions in this matter. I investigated the problem as 
exhaustively as possible, and these natives in spite of over 
thirty years contact with the whites had still no idea of the 
true relation between sexual intercourse and conception. 
The Aborigines asserted that a young girl could not bear 
children ; after puberty conception o^y occurred when a 
tnan, generally her husband, found a spirit-child. Questioned 
on the function of sexual intercourse natives ac^itted that 
it prepared the way lor the entry of the djinganarainy. 

" Him make 'em road belonga picaninny: young girl no 
got 'em road.” Most women believ^ that the semen 
remained in the vagina and had nothing to do with the 
child. "Him nothing," was the trenchant reply, when 
after larcuitous inquiry I finally suggested the facts of the 
case. Several women thought that the semen, 
entered the uterus, and that the embryo floated in it " like 
a water-lily ", as one expressed it. Natives with a hint 
of ridicule lor the illogicality of the white would declare 
impatiently—" AH day me bin sleep alonga him. Me no 
more bin catch ’em picaninny." A Forrest Rivet woman 
whose child w-as born some months after her liusbands 
death, advanced this as evidence of the irrelevance of 
sexual intercourse, which all natives, apart ^ from^ its 
preparatory function, regarded simply ^ an erotic postme. 
My inquiries into the causes of procreation at Forrest River 
suggested only one other alternative to them—namely, 
that the woman might find the child : and this they brushed 
aside with an emphatic denial: " lubra can’t find em 
mcsclf-''* 

Another belief that the natives possess might be cited 
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as further evidence in this matter. A spirit of the dead 
may follow a woman about who is wearii^ string around 
her neck in mourning for the deceased, it may transfer its 
attentions to another woman who receives food from the 
monmer. and enter her to be bom as her child. A woman 
who does not desire pregnancy will thus refuse to take tea. 
tobacco, etc., from such a woman. This actually occurred 
twice during my stay. The attitude towards half^^tes 
should prove a crucial instance, but here again the system 
proved water-tight. It was asserted that the white nun 
was the father, since the woman was living with him at 
the time, and that he must have found a spirit-child. The 
ijmv was some European food; the guniv}. dream totem, 
whi^ a person inherits from the father, was open to doubt: 

Might be him whitelellow tucker—tomato, pumpkin, 
lolly: him no bin tell me," Pressed about the reason for 
the resemblance of the child to its father in colouring and 
features, lubras would say: " Too much me bin sleep 
alonga mm, and the same explanation was given in the 
case of full-bloods. By this, ray informants meant that it 
was the constant proximity of the man that externally 
moulded the child within the wombj 

At Moola Bulla only two old men had some inkling of 
the facts but their version was not held by the generality 
of natives. They had evolved a compromise along the 
folloiivmg lines. KaUru made the djinganaranty from his 
Semen in tht Time Long Past* and then placed them in 
the prols. Both denied, however, that the semen of a living 
man had anything to do with conception. 

These tw-o men were exceptions. After eighteen months 
contact with over 500 natives, my conclusions were that 
^ey had no empirical knowledge of the facts of procreation. 
This means that a child's relationship with her father is a 


* PP- nwntititis thjtt thu cave 

SSu h ^^*-^*« * too much fflo bio eat cm te a 
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derivative ooe ; he is tlie husband of her mother; he has 
most probably foand her as a spirit-child; he rears and 
protects her; arranges her marriage and bestows on her 
rights to his horde country and his dream totem. The 
absence of an explicit recognition of the physical tie does 
not interfere with the establishment of a strong bond of 
affection between them. 

Apart from their bearing on the mother- and father-child 
relationship, these beliefs have another context in totemism, 
which will be dealt with later in dkciigdng the part of 
women in religion. Here they are signthcaiit for the attitudes 
they engender towards the child even before it is bom. 
Her bacKground is a spiritual one, for she was a djinganaramy 
created by Kaleru ; she was a denizen of the Time Long 
Past and has now become a human being in the present. 
The pool in which she was found is one by which her parents 
have often camped, and which she will now regard as 
peculiarly her own—her imnyagoara da/m. Ngaru^gani 
provides a sanction for custom and belief; its reality, 
confirmed by the finding of the djittganitrainy, is brought 
within reach of the individual consciousness or awareness. 
The story of her finding, the possession of a djcri^ and a 
specific pool forge a personal link between her and the 
Time Long Past: a link that is more immediate than that 
among the Arunta, for the child is not the reincarnation 
of individuals stretching back in a long line to the Alchera, 
In the Kimberleys she was a dji»ganara:ny, who had been 
created tong ago by one of the totemic ancestors. However, 
once she has entered a woman she becomes a h uman being, 
is called djattgilf most probably embryo, and after birth 
is referred to as gnm;l or infant, 

Swfiseefions. 

There remains one further point to elucidate—.the 
significance and functioning of the subsection system— 
since it enters largely into any discussion of kinship in this 
region. Professor RadcMe-Brown standardized the term 
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subsectiotis " for the eight subdlvisioiis of a tribe, which 
were formerly referred to as “ marriage da^^s " by most 
of the earlier writers.^ Everyone in the East and South 
Kimberley tribes bears a sub-section name which Is indirectly 
determined through that of the mother, that of the father 
being irrelevant. If one knows the sub-section of a person, 
one can automatically deduce that of the mother^ mother's 
brother^ mother's mother, and her brother. 

To illustrate: 


aiiWAUV 


I 



Masculine forms are written in capitals, and feminine in 
small type ; tJbe arrows indicate the mother-chiJd relatfon- 
ship, and the sign (=) is marriage into the correct sub¬ 
section. If we take a djambin man, then bis mother is 
nandjili, and his mother's mother, nageia. JJoa mng is 
his sister's child. A similar sequence could be worked out 
for djangeri on the other side. Marriage is with a tribal 
second cousin, either mother's mother's brother's daughter's 
daughter, or father's father's sister’s son's daughter. 
Therefore for djambin his wife will be nangeri, and bis father 
djangala. Failing a wife in this subsection, he may choose 
one in an ^temate subsection. In the Lunga this would be 
nagera, tribal mother's mother, tribal mother's mother's 
brother's son's daughter, or father's father’s sister's 
fiaugbter's daughter. 

‘ Pmressor EUda fnlormt mt Omt the terms "swiioa" am! ''aub. 
^tton " wm first emptoyed by R, H. Madunw t« tbs diviiion qf the 
mbe into fatir pd eight groups rwpectlvety: but Ftg(es»r Badcliflo. 
Bfown ^i&n49JUixcd thefcr in Austniian rui# S.O.A. Xf, 
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Three points must be made here- First of all, any native 
when asked whom he may marry does not answer in so 
many words> mother’s mother's brother's daughter's 
daughter. He either says : "" The woman I call 
wife> or he gives the name of her subsection. The average 
Englishman as a rule has no doubt about the identity of 
his second cousm> but he would be considerably mystified 
if he were asked to name his Simtkriy 

the Aborigine waxed impaticntj was perplexed, probably 
thoiight I was being tiresomely pedantic^ and cut short the 
train of reasoning with a : " I got to call all about nangerip 
Him proper jn/jfta belonga me/' Hence it was only 
by collecting a sufficient number of genealogies together 
with the subsections of the individuals included in them, 
that I was able to deduce the fact that a man who inarries 
a woman of a certain subsection is marrying some type of 
second cousin. 

There is a certain amount of identity between the sub- 
section names and kinship terms. For classificatoTy relatives 
ego uses eight for the males and eight for the females. 
Ego is djambin ^ ; 


SuAsfcfxoff 

Kinjkip Tfrm 


Term 

TtflrigTl] A 

f.dsor m.b.w- i 

djirngalA. 

‘ fAtber or sod. 

tULmbifl 

sliter 

djwbiil 

n43.*cf/to 

brother 

luiferA 

kattgaji 

Ql.HL Of m ufi a. ' 

or f.fjis.cLd, 1 

djaJEerft 

' kAiigaimy 

OLllLb. or OLrO bjA-A. 
or ri Tis.dB, 

Tuidjcn 

' cfaMfoivyil 
iii.b.d. or lAif.d. , 

or * 

djoalyi 

ai.h.A. or t9Li.9i. 
or nof^ 


^ Thfl mbbreviAtiDai^ her« fue m. for mother ; w. fm* wife i b. foi 
brotber , lifiL far ^ ^ lor soa ; d, for iLrui'litK * h. for ; 

And C. for fAtber. 
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Kittikip Tfirm 


Kin^ip T^rvtt 

nugcri 

^ui^na 

wif* or b.w. or 
EQ-rorb.d.cL or 

dj&nferi 

w.b. or or 

m.iii.b.cl.s. or 

oqajn 

■ifambiru 
wm. or OLLW. 

djimi 

dkiitd>#ni 

w„iii.b. or lisj.w.b. 

itoanajig 

galyil 

cdSvd. 

djoan 1 

m-9r 

imtujjiii 

gura:l 

mothor m a.-w. 

djun^ra 

m.b. 


It follows that once the subsection of another man or 
woman is known, the relationship can be established, 
irresp^tive of whether be or she belongs to the tribe or not! 
But since ego uses not sixteen but twenty-three terms for 
blo^ and aflmal relatives, it happens that there are some 
individuals within the subsections who are singltwj out for 
especi^ reference. If marriages have been regular, then 
djambin calls all other djambin. naidjir^ or brother; but 
own father's father who also belongs to this subsection is 
addressed as kila:gi. Similarly own father's mother instead 
of being wife, is noadjil. Own wife's mother's mother is 
distinguished from female cross<ousin by the term bung^di ; 
Own wife s mother s father is instead of 

and own wife's father fa tambera instead of galyi, Djambin 
also has separate terms for his own younger and elder 
brothers. Irregular marriages and local organisation may 
lead to dissunilar kinship terms being applied to people 
with th^ same suhs^tion name. 

In view of these distinctions, it fa obvious that the native 
does not think of the subsection as a group of individuals 
who function as such in his life. Xo adopt the contrary view 
fa to commit the mistake of earlier writers who considered 
that dassiheatory terms were applied to groups of 
individuals, who shared the same functions and towards 
whom an identical atUtude was adopted. Here, as in most 
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parts of the worlds the Aborigine makes a ’very clear distinc¬ 
tion between near and distant relatives. All do not possess 
the same rights and fulfil the same duties; nor axe they 
objects of the same sentiments. Likewise, within the 
subsection* the native makes distinctioiis between relatives. 
The subsection names refer to specific individuals who behave 
in a certain way, have certain privileges and obligations^ 
belong to different territories, possess certain totems. 
Viewed from the aspect of social organizatioD, they are 
classificatoiy terms with a wider reference than the ordinary 
kinship usages. In other words, it is better not to think of 
these tribes as being divided into eight groups. The society 
can be viewed as a number of individuals who bear sub¬ 
section names, which are determined indirectly through the 
mother A correlation exists between these names and 
kinship terms^ and they may often be used as an alternative 
mode of address, ^ 

Infancy. 

With these details in mind we can turn to Bedford where 
a ’woman, Buml^ with a two-year-old child, D^mal,^ was 
amongst those women whom we ’watched leaving the camp 
in the early morning, Dimal was generally referred to by 
her subsection name of Nambin, as was also her half-sister* 
Bmna. aged about nine. Hie mother belonged therefore 
to the nandjili subsection, and her father to the djangala. 
Dimal like ail others bad a in this case, dilly-bag* 

and was found at Mindjari^ a water-hole in her father*s 
horde country of Bidib^, lying about 40 miles to the 
north-west of the camp in the Lunga territory^ Her sub^ 
section totem was oi>ossiim* and from her father she had 
inherited his dream totems, which were ifimili 

(baobab tree) and (paper-bark). Buma, since she had 
another father, possessed a difierent horde country and a 
different gwmp, hut like Dimal had the right to live m her 
mother's horde country, her kam^ra, 

^ Tbm wbo a fiiUer axpodtion of the ^Iwirtlon ^t«m m 

uiiH arp referred to the wiiter'e article in Ouanvii, p. 436 et fieq. 
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Dimal's name was that of another w'oman of the same 
tribe and subsection whom she had never seen, but wbom 
she would regard henceforth as her naragu or namesake 
(the same term being used also for the subsection totem). 
The elder woman on hearing that the small child bad been 
named after her, bad sent a frock and for the rest of their 
lives, the two w'ould continue to exchange gifts and visit 
one another when possible. By this mechanism, certain 
names are retained within the subsections, and further a 
relationship is established between two individuals, who 
would otherwise be merely tribal sisters. If the one died, 
then the name would become taboo, and another would be 
bestowed. Not ah people have naragu, some being called 
after tlieir conception totem, the pool where they were 
found, their mother's mother, or some incident associated 
with infancy. 

Dimal then, from the moment of her birth was equipped 
with a nosraim da:m, a viany^oafa darm^ four totems, a 
namesake, and a subsection; i,e. her relationships vfere 
already defined in regard to certain strips of territory, the 
totemic system, and to individuals, since the subsections 
stand in a kinship relation to one another. These factoirs 
all conditioned the attitude of the commuiiity towards 
her, but at this stage the most ndevant was that of kinship 
and her own particular subsection. 

Dimal rarely left her mother's side, who, in spite of this 
encumbrance, made her daily contribution of food for the 
household. She carried Dimal on her shoulders, handing 
her over to the charge of Buma when she paused to dig for 
roots or to cut wild-honey. Reaching a pod, she placed 
Dimal in the shade in a hdsmon. or on a blanket, while she 
fished. Buma pottered about humming a corroboree chant 
or swimming on the other side of the pool. The morning 
often passed in this fashion, until some of the other women 
arrived, hot and glad to seek the shadows beneath the 
cliH-face. They used to sit and gossip quietly till the baby 
woke and claimed the attention of her mother. She w'as 
fed, there being no regular hours for this; nor would she 
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be weaned until she was three or four years old, much 
depending on whether another child was bom in the interval. 
Dima] was also given tea from a pannikan, and might often 
be seen chewing or rather sucking a lump of fat bestowed 
on her by an indulgent parent. She slept, fed. played, and 
was bathed at odd times, constantly picked np and nursed 
in defiance of all clinical rules, and yet thriv^. And this 
was the fate of most children. 

Dimai was fat and sagged awkwardly when sitting. She 
was a favourite ts-ith all, particularly her tribal mother's 
mother, nagera. a middle-aged woman, square-featured, 
beady-eyed, and with an unusually raucous voice for a 
native. In spite of this unprepossessing appearance, the 
child never evinced any reluctance to go to her arms. 
At midday, the air was heavy with dust and heat, and either 
the mother or nagera would pour a little w-ater from time 
to time on Dimal’s head to cool it. and brush the flies out 
of her eyes. Passers-by might stop to speak to her. no matter 
what the rdationsJup (excepting tribal son-in-law, whom she 
must avoid even at this age). However, her contacts within 
the family were more constant, and of these that with the 
mother was the most important, for during the period of 
lactation, she was rarely absent from her side for more than 
three or four hours at a stretch. 

In common with facts noted in other primitive com¬ 
munities. Dima], as well as other small children, had leamt 
the word ior mother first. The latter was never tired of 
repeating, ‘‘gttrad" though the child as a rule got no 
further than a " gttra ", which was apt to end in a gurgle. 
Relatives would be pointed out to her continuously: 
" There's your ^a:rgandji (mother's brother), your na:dji'Q 
(brother), or your (husband), the last term 

generally provoking a bugh b^ause of the incongruity 
of age. Or these people themselves w’ould pick up the child 
and say; "You know me, djungera. ^atrgandji bdonga 
you,” and so on. 

With no exact means of determining the age of children 
in the camp, it was impossible to say what terms were leamt 
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after those for father, mother, and perhaps brother and 
sister. Children see these and other individuals daily, and 
are taken to visit them at their fire-places. One can only 
assert that by the time they have reached five or six, they 
can distinguish between own father, mother, brother, 
and dassificatory relatives. Further, since the subsection 
names are often repeated in conjunction with kinship words, 
the two become almost synonymous. The taboo between 
young brothers and sisters is not stringent, and they play 
together till the boy is circumcized, and possibly later. 
The tribal son-in-law relationship, however, takes effect 
from the first, and I, who had been adopted into one 
subsection (nadjeri), was upbraided for addressiitg ^ 
diminutive son-in-law by his personal name. 

Individuals can be divid^ roughly into three groups 
for the small child: the first containing her parents, brothers, 
and sisters; the second—^various blood relatives with a 
proprietary interest and the right to visit the camp; and 
the more distant relatives attracted by the presence of a 
child. Thirdly, there axe the few who must avoid physical 
contact with her, in this instance the male members of the 
djuru subsection. 

So the day passed for the child, some of it being spent 
on her mother's shoulders, as she wandered about searching 
for food. From this somewhat elevated position, Dimal 
had a bird's-eye view of the river-beds and scrub in which 
she would later play and ransack lor roots and tubers. 
When sufficient had been found, the two would return to 
the shade of the camp; in the evening they would go to the 
dancing ground, there to watch the jaggedly-lit figures of 
the dancers, hear the stamping of feet, the rise and fall of 
the voices chanting and the rapid beating of sticks. At this 
early age, then, Dimal was introduced to the rhythm that 
daily life has for the adult—the companionship of only a 
few people during the day : the movement, talk, laughter, 
and scattered groups in the camp in the late afternoon; 
and with darkness, the dose proximity of othere massed 
together at the dancing-ground. 
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There is little need to emphasize the diflerence between 
this and the relatively cloistered existence of the European 
child, who with the exception of a daily-outing in a pram, 
passes most of her time vdthin the four walls of the house 
or garden. She is swaddled in clothes, bathed, fed, and put to 
bed at regular hours, and sees only her family and a few 
reluctant or doting visitors. This regimentation of habits 
docs not necessarily point to a greater regard for her welfare.. 
The aboriginal woman probably spends more time with her 
child, but the difference in up-bringing means that her 
child brought into contact with the environment and 
activities of the adult from the first; hence her education 
in its practical aspects—-the assimilation of facts of her 
siutoundiugs, and the reactions to forces with which she 
must later grapple, begins sooner. Since there are no walls 
in the camp beyond the barrier of tufted grass on the out¬ 
skirts, the native child is with people all day, and this no 
doubt conditions her attitude to strangers and to the 
community at an earlier age. Children from our point of 
view are spoilt; they are constantly the centre of attention, 
are petted and tardy punished. Yet they are good-tempered, 
easily amused, and rarely cry or winge. In spite of the dose 
dependence on the mother during childhood, they are later 
independent and self-reliant. This may be due to the fact 
that they move about in the environment of the adult, 
are famdiar with it, absorb its tore and gain self-confidence 
from the first. 

These factors apply to the boy and girl alike. There 
was never, as far as 1 could discover, any discrimirution on 
the grounds of sex, and parents when questioned on thdr 
preference would answer according to the children they 
possessed. If a boy. then in some such phrase as: " Me like 
'em boy, one day he catch plenty kangaroo " ; or if a girl, 
then " Me want 'em that one girl; might be she find ’em 
plenty wild-honey alonga meThe emphasis on the 
economic aspect is illuminating in that it demarcates clearly 
between the functions of man and woman, and shows that 
the parents look forward to the time when they will have a 
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helpmate. This may be one of the reasons why they desire 
children, but it is possible to overstress what is a formula 
or a conventional attitude; firstly, because women often 
resort to abortion, and secondly, because it gives the 
impression of deliberate exploitation removed from the 
sphere of sentiment. Granted an element of prospective 
pleasure in rearing a child, the foregoing account has 
indicated indubitably that there is much to content them 
in the immediate present. Nor is there ever any question 
of the children being driven forth to support their parents, 
or of hearing heavy burdens before puberty. 

It seems credible that during lactation a very strong 
tie is established between mother and child. Affection is 
clearly present and is manifest later in the fact that a girt 
turns readily to her mother for advice, help, protection, and 
sympathy, frequently visits her after marriage and makes 
presents of food and clothes from time to time. One woman 
at Forrest River carried her mother, who was blind and old. 
part of the way on a journey to her horde country. Even 
the presence of a mother's sister in the camp as a second wife 
of the father does not seem to lead to a partial supplanting 
of the mother in the affections of her children. A boy of 
three or four years old was in this position at Moola Bulla, 
His mother's sister tended him in his mother’s absence and 
called him son ; yet there was no doubt as to whom he turned 
by preference. His mother could quieten him when her 
sister failed. A son, though he is separated from his mother 
during periods of initiation, cherishes a strong affection for 
her during his lifetime. He gives her food and cares for her in 
old age. 

The Tie between Mother atid Child, 

The significance of the biological factor of maternity 
in culture has been continually and rightly stressed by 
Professor Malinowski in his earliest and latest works that 
have dealt with kinship. He has stated that " maternity 
is determined in anticipation by a whole cultural apparatus 
of rules and prescriptions, it is establi^ed by society as a 
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moral fact, and in all this the tic of kittship between mother 
and child is defined by tradition long before birth, and defined 
as an individual bond *'.* Facts from North-West Australia 
confirm this. Unfortunately, however, he appears to accept 
Dr. Ashley-Montagu's contention that there is no recognition 
of physical maternity in Australian tribes.* With this 
generalization my own material conflicts on a number of 
points. Dr. Ashley-^Montagu. mainly on the score of evidence 
drawn from the Anmta, proceeds to generalize for the whole 
of the continent: " In Australia the concepts of motherhood 
and fatherhood are viewed as of an essentially non-biological, 
exclusively social nature.” * Or again, " We have seen .. . 
that everywhere in Australia. . . that the relationstup 
which the mother bears to the child is regarded as being, 
from the physical standpoint, none at all." * 

Now, granted that the natives have no knowledge of 
physiological generation, we still cannot infer from this 
^one that there is no recognition of a physical tie between 
mother and child. In support of his argument he claims 
that among the Arunta, for instance, there are certain 
factors which militate against the existence of an explicit 
physical bond. "Once the child is delivered the chief 
function of the woman through whose medium it has passed 
into the tribe, is to nurse it and to attend to its wants 
generally until the time comes, when at or shortly before 
puberty, the child departs from the family circle, and her 
parental duties are at an end." " The actual experience 
involved in giving birth to a child is so minimised, and the 
social implications of the result of the birth so magnified, 
that the former wilts away into the obscure background 
before the all-embracing consequences of the latter. It 
must be noted in this connection that childbirth among 
the Australians ... is a comparatively light afiair for the 
woman... . There is no period of confinement before the 

L B. l^artnihood. p. Z2S. 

* lELtrodoctioii to % M. Ashby^STciiit^ti, p. ravu 

' M. AAhley'MoQtogD, C.B.A.A,i p. 3<S7 h 

* md., p. 
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birth of the child, and tliere is no period of convalescence 
afterwards, so that the actual experience of birth is by no 
means the traiunatically impressive experience that it is 
generally for the white woman. There b, therefore, no 
great affect normally associated with childbirth^ nor b it 
in any way climactic, but it is cumulative, for it represents 
the culmination of a cyde of events aU of which have been 
known and taken for granted for some months previous to 
the final event* * *, With the appearance of the child, there 
is an end to the whole matter/" ^ 

As the expectation of a certain " cycle of events is 
abo found in our own society, it cannot be accepted as a 
differentiating criterion bere* Other statements made by 
thb writer are not applicable to the whole of Australia, and 
probably not to the Arunta. In the Kimberley tribes, once a 
woman becomes aware that she b pregnant, she refrains 
from sexual intercourse with her husbarid, and abstains from 
certain foods. It is the native belief that the child b 
nourished by whatever the mother eats, and that, therefore, 
particular Items of diet may injure it within the womb. 
What closer physical association could there be than thb ? 
The taboos set her apart from other women in the camp, 
and emphasize her condition. Though confinement and 
convalescence are abserit. delivery, according to native 
statements, b not always easy, and there exbt special rites 
and songs to facilitate birth. These are known only to the 
married women and are guarded with great secrecy from 
the mem A woman gOK away from the camp for 
parturition: no men and no unmanied girk may be 
present: after delivery the woman stays aw^y from her 
husband for five days, nor does he see the child until thb 
period has elapsed.* The food taboos are kept imtiJ the 
child b a year old or even later. Such facts cannot be 

*■ M. F. op. dt., pp. 72-3. 

■ 1 did not a birtli dtuin^ my Htay. imfortTnuitdv arriviii|» tbs 

dvy mtlxT one liAd occamdl at Violet Vdlcy mmp. r wiu able 

to observe that the woman did remmin apart from her hu^baiid for thit 
period, ud that ahe kept the taboos itficUy. Thew jites will bt dealt 
with mote fuUy later io diKussiag the ceremonial life of the wemon. 
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characterized as " a lack of ernphasis on childbirth"" or as 
the "absence of any great affect The observance of 
taboos after childbirth, bound up with the conception that 
the activities of the mother influence the child, reaffinns 
the existence of a physical tie^ rather than miniinizes it. 
The woman also takes care of the umbihcaJ cord until the 
child can walk ; a woman wiU say " Me mind *em that one 
string belonga picaninny; suppose me lose 'em, might be 
him get sickftllow". It was difficult to discover whether 
it was i:egarded as a part of the child alone, or was reccsgnized 
to be a relic of the former link with the mother, which she 
preserved as a means of continuing to protect the child 
through infancy and its attendant dangers. It is a probable 
interpretation** But in any case, harm can strike at the 
child through her. for the food she cousnnies is still thought 
to affect zt« 

Th^ facts demonstrate the existence of a recognized 
physical tie between mother and child; but no less important 
are the statements made by the natives themselves. The 
event of birth is not permitted " to wilt into an obscure 
background ", but serves as the basis for the distinetion 
between own mother and mother's sister, even if the former 
has died in delivering the child. " That own mother belonga 
me; me bin come out alouga bingy," will be said by an 
informant when asked for his mother's name, A sixmlaT 
reply wiU be made by a man to explain why he calls another 
person brother who has the same mother as hiinself but a 
different father, We two fellow got 'em one mother ; 
two fellow bin come out alonga bingy/^ It is a phrase one 
constantly hears in the campn In short, the emphasis was 
placed on the physical tie in a discussion of sentiment for, 
and relationship with, the mother. 

Professor Elkin, who is able to speak with authority on 
Australian kinship and totemism, has said again and again 

^ Spencer^ ip niflCLtidDi that the Kakadu follow a limihu- 

practic?. If the child skkePS while tbp rnothcr la Wcanll^ the AtriD^ it 
u aaJd that Jihe muH hat's eaten tatvo or washed la deep water, 

w that the child'e spirit haa gone from it/* p. 3^. 
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that the natives of South and Central Australia believe that 
a person inherits his body, his flesh and blood from his 
mother.^ He has further pointed out that there is nothing 
in the statements made by Spencer and Gillen that would 
contradict this view." 

Particularly significant in regard to this whole problem 
is the attitude of the mother towards her child. Dr. Ashley- 
Montagu speaks of the Arunta woman merely being the 
medium through which a spirit-child is transformed into a 
babyp^ but this certainly does not represent the native point 
of view in North-West Australia, and I very much doubt 
whether H would apply also to the Aninta themselves* 
In the KimberleySp women do not regard then^seJves as 
mere mechanisms for the transmission of spirit-children, 
nor do they desire^ nor do they view marriage as a means of 
accomplishing it. Women had no general conception of doing 
their duty by the Time Long Past and the djinganarainy, 
with an Ave at pregnancyp a ^ve duriDg maturation, and a 
Vale at puberty* as Ashley-Montagu would seem to imply 
when he speaks of parental duties coming to an end after this 
period.* 

If a woman becomes pregnant and does not want a child, 
she attempts and as a role encompasses its abortion ; if 
she wants onCp she submits to natural processes. Her attitude 
is as fiercely personal as that of the European mother; 
the ph 3 rsical tie 15 overtly stressed. Nor docs she ever allow 
this to drop into obscurity. We have already mentioned the 
visits of a woman to her mother after marriage or vice versa; 
the constant economic exchanges between them, and the 
care in old age* In noting that procreation is not attributed 

^ A. P. ElldD, S.A .T., pp. 130 ^ 133 r vid^ aJLw S O-KJ:»,, p, S37 J 
p. ; U3d The pp. 70-^. Mis9 

snuoiiipst tha Wikmuokm it id iaid i±At a cbild " gets hone 
from its mptbET. Vids W. A. T., liJ. p. 319. In one cif my own 

earlier ortides, I aJsq ^ngge^ted ttmt the detcmifiiiLtioii cf the Eub^tdou 
through the nxothn oilght be correlated with the cioea physipal tic between 
mathcr oml chilfl. 

^ P. ELkiD. Review of Coming into Being omoug the Australian 
Aborigliies^," Oesaxia, vi±t p. S78. 

* M. Aahley'^i(mtagn, op. dt,. pp^ 71-2. 

■ citation quoted on p. SS of this chupteTi 
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to the physical association of hvo individuals, the tendency 
has been to ignore the intensely personal attitudes in the 
general situation, A woman observes taboos not for the 
altruistic and somewhat abstract reason that a 
may enter the world, but because she wishes to deliver her 
own child safely. 

One may well ask whether a woman in consequence of 
her part in reproduction, does not feel that she has a greater 
claim over the child than the man | whether she does not 
resent his authority, particularly where another man has 
found the conception totem ? In short, what is her attitude 
towards her husband as the social parent of her child ? 
In thb matter. I regret that I have no data beyond state¬ 
ments obtained in other contexts, I can only say that a 
woman accepted his status without apparent question, 
and though she might re-matry later, he was still regarded 
as the true father of her child. As a rule, he found the 
djifigonuTStti'y and had been living with her during pregnancy 
and lactation. His claims were recognized, but they were 
based on his relation to her. This, as I have alr^dy 
mentioned, is borne out by the determination of the child s 
subsection through the mother in the event of an irregular 
marriage. 

This purely social relationship, however, does not mitigate 
the aHection that exists between father ^d offspring. 
Certainly he sees less of her, owing to the division of labour 
betw'cen the sexes; but if he is in the camp, he pets 
child, carries her to visit other relatives, listens with pride 
to any comments about her. and upbraids his wife if she is 
temporarily negligent in the course of animated gossip with 
others. His position is reinforced by propinquity, and by 
the fact that it is from him that his child inherits horde 
country and dream totems. If paternity determines the 
affiliation with the major group of the horde, and ipsofacb> 
with the tribe, it cannot on that account be asserted bluntly 
either here or elsewhere that " a greater degree of meaning 
is given to the relationship between father and child, than 
that which should exist between a mother and child to which 
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she has given birth The significance attributed to the 
tie with the mother and her kindred throughout the life of 
the individual will emerge during the following chapters. 
Sijffice it to say that it refutes the sweeping assertions made 
by Dr. Ashlcy-Montagu on the question of the nTiimpo r ta nr e 
of the matrilincal principle in social and local organization. 

To sum up the results of this chapter, which has had as 
its object the creation of the milieu of infancy, the revealing 
of thc 3 se factors which might indicate the position a child will 
be expected to take later, and to contrast the attitude of the 
mother, qua woman, with that of the father. Evidence has 
riiown that there is no discrimination against the 
child on the grounds of sex ; that it is favoured and petted 
by the generality of the community \ and that a particularly 
strong tie is established with the mother during the period 
of lactation. The existence of the family as a distinct unit 
in the camp leads to the formation of strong bonds within 
it. Mother’s brother, father's sister and brother, mother’s 
sister, mother's mother, and other blood relatives are often 
visitors; but it is difficult at this stage to differentiate their 
behaviour from that of more distant relatives, except for a 
greater degree of contact, the use of the phrase—'* my own 
sister's daughter ”—and so on, and an occasional gift of a 
frock. Yet the interest operating at this stage will become 
more dearly defined later in terms of continued 
economic exchanges, and possible interference in her a r t ivi- 
ties as she assumes a more prominent rfile in the community. 

Obviously the physical element in the relationship 
between mother and child can only be recognUed by the 
adult at this stage. Spirit-children beliefs, if they ignore 
certain physiological processes, do not depersonalize the 
parental relationship. They can be regarded as providing 
an ej^lanation of procreation rather than as defining the 
function of women in the aboriginal cosmogony. They do 
not minimize the efiects of pregnancy, parturition, and 
lactation. They leave the physical tic intact. From 

* Dt Aahl^'MoDta^ malcH tlus nUleinant in nrendiK to tbe Axunta 
on pH 7^ of C.B.A^r 
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the native point of view, they explain conception, and equip 
the child with a totem, a water-hole generally in her Cathy’s 
territory (but not necessarily), and a link with the Time 
Long Past. They thus define her position in regard to the 
totemic system and local organization of the tribe. These 
facts, however, are of iitUe significance to the infant; 
they remain latent for her, if not for her relatives. The main 
thing is that she is brought into contact with individuals 
who stand in a kinriiip relatiDnship, and whose attitudes 
arc largely detemiined by this, and also by the wide interest 
that the presence of a child in the camp excites. Finally, 
her surroundings are not those of seclusion within a house¬ 
hold, but those of the adult women. 


CHAPTER III 


CHILDHOOD 

The childhood of the average aboriginal woman fe spent 
in an environment that Irom our point of view offers little 
variety ; yet it will come to impinge more and more on her 
life. We can vitalize it as a wide circle over which she moves 
with increasing familiarity, as she learm to exploit its 
resources, and to realize the threat that it may hold to her 
means of sustinence. Her horizon is not serrated by bricks 
and chimneys: it extends far into the distance, broken here 
and there by the long curve of a sandstone ridge. She has 
seen whirlwinds—gyrating columns of red dust—rise like 
genii out of the motionless plain and swirl past in a scatter 
of leaves. In summer she has felt the winds that suddenly 
blow cold and bring the tang and smell of storms that have 
fallen to the east and north. She has w'atched the first rains 
streak a sullen sky, and has heard them drum into the parched 
soil. At midday she has crouched in the stunted shadow 
of small scrub, or has camped by the river under the white 
gums which stand cool and still beneath the shower of their 
own green leaves. 

But what of the social forces which must inevitably mould 
her into an individual who conforms to the norms of 
behaviour and takes her part in the activities of the tribe ? 
They are less apparent during early childhood- Certainly 
in her journeys with her parents she meets people from other 
hordes, hears different languages spoken* becomes aware 
of the significance of the word strangers or aliens, 

and of her own affinity with her countrymen or do-ainy. 
She comes to bdieve in the rainbow serpent which inhabits 
the deep pools, and in the existence of spirits of the dead, 
djuairi^ and the beings who are to be feared m the darkness 
beyond the ring of &res. She gradually learns what forces 
lie behind the tangible and perceptible in her environment. 

ea 
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But it is with her parents that her days are spent f it is 
they who tend to her wants and exert the little disdpline 
that is to be found in these tribes. In discussing the factors 
which are brought to bear on children, differences in their 
operation for a boy and a girl are significant; but it is 
equally essential to establi^ simi l ari ties in upbringing, 
if we arc to avoid the notion that culture is divided piece¬ 
meal between the sexes. If it can be shown that both boy 
and girl are dependent on their parents until puberty, 
and that strong bonds of affection are created between 
them, something may be done to discount the emphasis 
that has been laid on the complete severance of the woman 
from her parents, her relatives, and her country at marriage ; 
and to show why these ties continue to exist throughout 
the life of a woman as well as that of a man. 

Kinship emerges as one of the controlling factors of 
childhood, and education in all its aspects is undertalcen by 
specific relatives. Since tlie family still dominates the 
situation in this early period, we can begin our examination 
by indicating the character of the relationships between 
parents and their offspring, their economic responsibilities, 
and the extent of their authority. 

A girl of four or live spends much of her time with her 
mother, since all the women must go out daily to gather 
food, and there is rarely anyone left in the camp in the 
morning with whom she might remain. Children walk part 
of the way before it becomes too hot l they are quite ready 
to run on ahead playing about in the undergrowth, and 
nibbling at any fruits that have been found. If an elder 
child is present, she sees that they do not go out of sight, 
and carries them from time to time. Buma did this 
frequently when she was with her mother and the little 
Dimal. There were two othercbildrenin theBedford camp—a 
boy and a girl—^both aged about four, belonging to the 
djungera subsection, and hence standing respectively in the 
relationship of a diminutive mother's brother and mother to 
Dimal. The boy was an obstreperous Imp, who would cry to be 
picked up and who gained his point by the ^mplc expedient 
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of sitting down and howling. He would be dragged along 
in thin manner for a few yards until his mother put him 
on her shoulders, where he would remain for about half a 
mile. If another woman were with her, she vnruid 
occasionally lend a hand and would at least wait for her to 
catch up. Under these circumstances the progress, which 
was in any case likely to be a leisurely one, was still further 
impeded, I was several times scolded for walking too 
quickly, although I had stopped to watch each time the 
women dug for roots. I had not realized that I W'as setting 
the pace between one yam and another, till a woman drew 
ray attention to the fact that they were already tired, 
and that we must walk more slowly, not only for the sake of 
the rhildren , but becausc they w'erc all unaccustomed to 
traveUing at that speed. 

As I have already mentioned before, the days spent 
with the women lead to a growing familiarity with the 
details of their environment and a knowledge of the diderent 
types of food. More often than not, this is accomplished by 
watching rather than by fonnal instruction. Boys leave their 
mother for a time at circumdsioQ, but under conditions of 
white contact this has been shortened to a few weeks; 
after this they will, as a rule, accompany her until they are 
less likely to be an encumbrance to the men. Moreover, 
there is always the chance of receiving titbits, sneaking a 
little wild-honey, or finding fruits and berries for themselves. 
Children at the age of six or seven know the names of many 
of the foods they consume daily, where to find them, and 
how to distinguish between tracks of various animals, birds 
and reptiles. In the hot weather, they would sometimes 
make small expeditions from the camp or the station, to 
gather a particular fruit called conkaberriffi, which they 
were not compelled to distribute among their elders, but 
shared amongst themselves. It is not until after puberty 
that the economic obligations of kinsiiip come into operation. 
Id the meantime, the children are still largely dependent 
on the efforts of their elders though they are free to supple¬ 
ment these with W'hat food they can find or cadge from 
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others. The uncertainty of the supply is no doubt a strong 
incentive to the children to learn for themselves the where^ 
abouts of food, and their daily excursions with the women 
provide the opportunity,^ 

The gradual education of children in the natural resources 
of their country should be taken into consideration by 
missionaries, who often separate them from their parents, 
and place them in a compound with little chance of getting 
to know' the possibilities of food in their environment. 
How* far this will act as a serious disadvantage after puberty, 
wheu children are normally expected to make their 
contribution, it is difficult to say; the problem may not 
arise if they are still fed and supported by the mission. 
On the cattle stations, the position is different since the 
children remain with their parents, and at least attend the 
yearly inter-tribal gatherings away from the homestead, 
where the daily search for food once more becomes a 
necessity. Even on the stations, women who are not 
employed will still go out, though the children may not 
always accompany them if there is likely to be some^e in 
the camp. 

There are more opportunities for a boy to become familiar 
with territories other than his own, since at circumcision 
he is very often taken on a visit to another tribe, and so 
passes through various horde countries. How detailed his 
knowledge is and of what value it is to him later, I did not 
ascertain. For a girl of the same age the occasions are more 
limited, unless her parents have attended inter-tribal 
meetings elsewhere. But both girl and boy would seem to 
develop a strong sentiment for their country at an early 
age, possibly because most of their time was spent within 
its confines; possibly because they overheard the adults 
discussing the abundance of game and deep water-holes 
in their own particular territories. At any rate, it was not 
unusual to hear a child of seven or nine declare proudly: 
'* this own country belonga me,” 

* Vidf B, Mstliiwwiild, p, 2S0. fot tlm importAoce of paffcots 

iu cdncAlion of thek ctutdren. 
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After the return to r-amp at midday or kte aftemoonp 
children are free to leave their mother and wonder about. 
Close relatives still take a strong interest in their doings, 
and the child learns to address them by kinship terms at 
the age of four or five. But with the ability to walk, they 
are no longer dependent on their parents for the range of 
their casual contacts, and wander about at will into other 
camps, where they are petted, made much of, and more 
often than not, given a scrap of food. Behaviour ouly 
becomes formalized later ] taboos are not stringently 
enforced^ [apart from mother-in-law^ son-in-law relation¬ 
ships) ; and economic rights and duties, the interests created 
by blood ties, have not yet asserted themselves to hmit 
activities to a relatively small group of people. Later they 
will not be able to go to any fire-place, pick up obfects lying 
about, and receive food. Nevertheless, the presence of 
children creates temporary and pleasant Telationships 
betw'een individuals who generally have little contact ; 
as, for example, when a mother sets out in search of her 
absent ofispring, and finding her m another camp stops for 
a moment to talk and hear of her escapades. Interest in 
children is particularly manifest at birth, when those women 
who are permitted to visdt the mother will do so* arranging 
the shelter to protect her from the sun, fetching firewood 
and water, making much of the newly-born babe, and asking 
for details of the delivery. Children are generally treated 
with tolerance, amusement, and afiection, and their child¬ 
hood on the whole is a happy one—a fact which has been 
corroborated by most writers on Australian ethnography, ■ 

Children of both sexes romp about together, fight, 
squabble, wrestle, and indulge in crude sexual plny» Boys 
imitate men in throwing miniattns spears made by an 
indulgent parent or mother's brother. Girls make small fires 
and pretend to cook food. After seven or eight, girls tend 

* Fwl# W. E. H- SUnaer^ 0.ltT., Octania. iv^ on p. 10 noUa ttua 
lame tact 

i B, Malinowalcc op. dt., dt viJ, pp, £3S for numeioas exunplef 
of thi?. 
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to play together, but there is no rigid bar beti.^'een them 
and the boys; and 1 have seen a girl of twelve running 
about and chasing a small lad of nine or eleven- Much^ of 
course^ depends on the number of children in the camp, 
and where there are a few* the separation of the sexes is 
not so apparent. In the East and South Kimberlejfs the 
boys do not camp apart until after subincisioii. A separation 
of the sexes would seem to occur at an earUer age in other 
parts of Australia.^ 

In the camp in the late afternoon, a boy and a girl, the 
djungera and the nandjUi to whom we have referred 1 would 
be tumbling about, Djungera, who was spoilt by everyone, 
was an impudent little urchin with tow-coloured hair and a 
lithe body. Nandjili was taller, with black hair cropped close 
to her head, her one claim to vesture bdng a piece of opossum 
string tied around her waists The two were inseparable 
and wcT€ a constant source of amusement and sometimes 
of irritation to the adults. They would mysteriously 
disappear behind bushes and about half an hour later 
would emerge daubed with mud or with ochre if they could 
cadge it from the men. Djungera would begin to danoe^ 
stamping hb feet up and down, whilst Nandjili would beat 
two sticks together and sing. Tiring of this somewhat passive 
r6le, she would leap up and dance, to the merriment and 
pride of the adults, who delighted in the incongruity of a 
girl performing the same steps as a man. Even at this age, 
the children had grasped the rhythm that characterized 
most native corroborees. Firually, the women would tire 
of watchng them and turn to gossip, only to be recalled 
by a squeal for more attention and applause. At last the 
two children would scamper oS. to a distant mother's 
brother who was eating kangaroo. They w'ould hang about 
his legs, pestering him till he good-humouredly gave them 
a piece each, which they would take down to the pool to 
eat. Then they would splash about in the water, though at 
the age of six or seven most of the children were able to 
swim and dive for Uly roots. 

* B. op, dt, p. 2®3 fit leq. 
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Thi: Use of Kin'ship Terms 

At the time I did not realize the Importance of talcing 
up the study of children from certain aisles in pardcular. 
which would undoubtedly have thrown light on the working 
of the kinship S3ntem» and possibly on the status of women. 
For instance, it would have been of interest to have obtained 
more genealogies from the children apart from the 
observations I made on their correct use of kinship terms 
in daily life. At Forrest River 1 did in fact write doivn 
about six genealogies from girls from seven to ten years of 
age, in the hope of establishing first contacts and learning 
the kinship terms. I desisted after a while, since they could 
only give me the names oi mother, father, brother, and 
sister, mother’s mother, perhaps father's sister, if these 
people happened to be in the camp. They were not only 
ignorant of the names of relatives whom they had never 
seen, but they could not volunteer the correct kinship terms 
they would employ for the children of such individu^. 

But against this ignorance must be stressed the fact 
that they called by kinship terms most of the elders in the 
camp with whom they had any intercourse, and other 
children in the compound. This is an important and 
iUuminating distinction as far as my material goes. The 
children did not seem to be able to infer relationships once 
they bad been taught others, and hence had not grasped 
the logic of the kinship system. Unfortunately, I did not 
realize the significance of these incomplete genealogies at 
the time, and after half a dozen efforts abandoned the 
attempt and concentrated on the adults. 

In the region of Forrest River, the children had leamt 
the kinship terms which must be used for those with whom 
they associated. This may be correlated with the fact that 
in Australia, personal names are rarely used in address, 
and rights and duties are governed by kinship status. This 
must not be interpreted as implying that conduct varies 
distinctly with each relationship, even allowing for difference 
in blood and ailina] ties. In a child's behaviour, distinctions 
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are even less apparent^ apart from the attitude adopted 
towards the farents. It is not until the age oi seven or 
eight, during iniiiation ceremonies* that the importance 
of certain relationships impresses itseli on the mind of the 
child, because of the functions performed by certain men 
and women at the time. 

Rivers was the first who thought to establish an absolute 
correlation between kinship terminology and sociological 
function and to erect on this basb his theory of primitive 
promiscuity and ariomalous marriages. These theories 
have since been disproved by the careful work of IVofessors 
Malinowski, Radcliffe-Brownp and Elkina Dr. Firth and 
others, wLo have shown that the correlation is not absolute. 
Distinctions are made between near and distant relatives, 
though the same terms may be applied to both. NeverthelesSi 
linguistic usage does often reflect behaviour. This is not 
only illustrated m Australian practices, but also in Tikopia 
wherCi for mstance* in a case of making a selection between 
two terms, a man will decide in favour of one* because of 
the type of behaviour that will follow as a result of his 
choice.* 

There seems little doubt that kinship terms come to be 
associated by the children with certain individuals who act 
in a certain way* The whole problem of whether they are 
simply names and alternative modes of address for a child, 
or whether their genealogical implications have been 
grasped, is a question that has not yet been tackled by 
anthropologists* Children from about the age of six onwarck 
reajijccd that a physical tie existed with the mother, and 
distinguished between " own mother "and other " mothers 
Some of them at the age of nine kn^w that their father had 
found them in some sort of conception totem and were 
aware of the sexual relationship existing between their 
parents. My information on these points is scanty, but 
what there is of it, would indicate that apart from these 
exceptions, the terms had little or no biological significant^ 


^ W. H. Rivers, Kinship and Sotiai Crianijaiian, 
» R. Firtt, JRAI., 1&30. p, 262. 
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for the child. Either they were modes of address means 
of claiming and receiving attention, being more likely to 
succeed with some persons than with others ; or else there 
was some inkling that they referred to a specific, though 
undefined, relationship. 


Discipline 

Authority is wielded by both parents till the boy reaches 
the age of seven or eight, when he is circumcised I but 
since the mother is with her children for the greater part of 
the day, it is she who disciplines them. There is no sadistic 
postponement of punishment dll the father returns in the 
late afternoon. Beatings are rare and never severe, are given 
immediately and are apparently soon forgotten, for the 
children never seemed to cry or sulk for long. During early 
childhood there is little to prepare the individual for the 
subjection to the authority of others. There is no ea^ 
transition from the submission to the parents to that 
enforced by the tribal elders, It is true that the authority 
wielded by the latter is based on kinship status, but it is of a 
different character, and no analogy can be drawn betw*eea 
the two types, as has sometimes been done. Later the father 
will negotiate the marriage for his son or daughter, but 
women asserted that they would also have a voice in the 
decisions. Certainly both mother and mother’s mother, 
if they came to hear of the illicit nffairs of their sons or 
daughters, would submit them to a tongue-lashing and 
make the matter public.^ 

Yet if this period is to some extent an untrammelled 
one and discipline is at a minimum, the identification of 
the child with the family is all-important, To the parents, 
the child looks primarily for food, protection, sjrmpathy, 
and help. Others will only assume such duties in the event 
of one or both parents dying. Ko cases of adoption during 

^ A v?iy young girl At Moola Bulla, wha betrothed to a man of 
lorty living fiv* mil«i my, wad canyiu^ m an ajSaIt with Ai»llicf 
stDckman. Her mother dixxrr^rcd tbrnt they were meelinK and dcohlcd 
them much tiLAt to a time they obeyed her commaDxla. 
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the life time of the parents came to my notice. Ties of 
loyalty are established, and on two occasions a small 
assertive girl of eight or nine, called Wonuwa, attacked 
another girl who had go^ped about her mother, and had 
said that she was lazy and a wanton. Wonuwa, angered, 
pulled her hair, beat her unti] the screams brought an adult 
on the scene to separate them. The bond between brother 
and sister is especially strong, in spite of avoidance after 
puberty.’ A girl of about seventeen hvii^ at the mission 
refused to work when her brother of about eleven had been 
beaten with some justification by the missionary. On the 
other hand, his plight had left the other children indifferent. 
A brother provides his sister with meat till she marries, and 
receives a portion of the food she finds. After marriage 
gilts are less frequent, but she can always turn to him for 
help when she is ill-treated by, or quarrels with, her husband. 
There were no instances of children defending their father, 
which is not to say that affection was non-existent. Children 
were always anxious to point him out to me, declaring with 
pride : " that own father belonga me," if 1 happened to be a 
stranger in the camp. 

Education 

The material given here might be paralleled almost 
word for word by facts from other parts of the continent, 
and indeed, from other primitive communities. The 
comparative freedom of children to do as th^ like, the 
reluctance of parents to punish, the affection lavished on 
them by the family, dose relatives, and the generality of 
the camp, the significance of kinship bonds, are characteristic 
of many native peoples. To some extent they offer a contrast 
with our own society, where though affection is undoubtedly 

' Professor Mslinowslo, op. cit„ p. 273, Racties tbs opposite eondxiskA 
/or other partd o( the contiiieiil: Wv may ooly tnnjecture, litboiigb 

with A h%£ of probftbilityp th»t the tic (between brother and sister) 

li nut a very atrong OM and doea not piny an iipportRnt part in fimiily 
li/fl t if it wcJTS othenrisB Wo would probably know more about it.” For 
dftta on the fftrvngth of the tic cLsowhwe, tdd* L. Sharp, S.O.Y.y., 
iu, p, 41$: W, L, Wanwr, Amer, Anth., xxxiii, JS31, 

pp, 175-9 ; U. MoCOimd, W.A.T.. iii, pp. 33(2, 333. 
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present, children ire kept apart from the activities cf adults, 
subjected to a more rigid discipline and later to the 
regimentation of a school. But this somewhat prosaic 
account of the unspectacular events of childhood can be 
given a new emphasis if viewed, not simply as a series of 
commonplace incidents, but as factors operative in the 
proc^ of adaptation to the conditions of life in the com- 
mumty* With the absence of much that is explicit or formal 
in the instruction, the question arises whether education 
itself may be ^id to take place, and how far it is efficient h 
I f we take education to be the means by which the 
individual is equipped to maintain himself within his social 
and physical environment, then one aspect of this problem is 
an analysis of the circumstances under which the adult 
must live. The description in the first chapter of the 
resources and the r6Ie played by men and w^omen in the 
economy has already accomplished this in part. How far then 
does childhood provide the individual with the knowledge 
and practical experience to carry out the nece^ry activities 
for the maintenance of existence later ? 

At one level, education is a training either in the securing 
of food, or in some trade or profession by which services 
and labour may be exchanged for money or the necessities 
of hfc- As in a European societyi the child is as a rule 
dependent on its parents till puberty^ but there are marked 
differences. TTie aboriginal girl acquires much of her 
knowledge about her environment and the means of 
exploiting it prior to puberty ; whereas the European 
child receives a general education that does not become 
specialized till later. WTien the latter enters a firm or a 
factory* she may have had no previous contact mth the 
surroundings or the individuals with whom she must work 
in future. The transactions of the business w^orld are remote 
from the interests of childhood« and there is an abrupt 
transition from the home and the school to the sphere 
where henceforth she must earn her livings 
In a native community the positicpu is otherwise, since 
knowledge is obtained in circumstances resembling those 
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in which it will later be turned to practical account. The 
boy generally bunts with men whom he has known from 
infancy. For a girl the situation varies according to whether 
her husband belongs to her horde or not ; but in any case, 
her environment is similar^ and though the people are 
strangers, behaviour is determined by kinship status and 
first contacts are made easier. Children see the food 
distributed, the continual exchange of gifts between blood 
and affinal relatives, and the quarrels that break out vrhen 
obUgations are not fulflUed. They are rarely excluded from 
the ordinary events of everyday life i they grow up 
witnessing the modes of conduct and activities which they 
will later follow as adults. Though there is little formality 
in the instruction given at this period, it is educative, for 
when the time comes for them to assume the respoosibilides 
of an adults they are in part prepared for it. 

Education at the economic and technical level involves 
some measure of conformity to the norms of conduct^ and 
this is to some extent imposed during the dependency of 
childhood. It is just as important later. The individual 
belongs to a tribe occupying land with well-defined 
boundaries ; but he or she cannot wander at will. The 
territory' is divided among patrilineal hordes^ and hence 
a child must be affiliated with one horde in order to claim 
the right to hunt, collect food* and camp over a stretch of 
country. This claim is asserted through the father, that is, 
through tlie man with whom the mother was living when her 
child was born. Though this is considered a right, the 
possibility of remaining in the horde and of turning to 
practical advantage one's economic knowledge, depends on 
obedience to the laws, rules, and regulations which hedge 
about kinship ties. Since the supply of food varies, and 
different kinds are collected by the tw'o sexes, some measure 
of co-operation is essential. Tlic indi^ddual contribution 
must be supplemented from time to iime by gifts from dose 
relatives, w'ho expect a similar return later. While the 
individual is single he is fed by his fairulyt but as he is one 
of manyp there is a strong economic incentive to many. 
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But marriage h not only a matter of securing the consent 
of a lAoman of the right subsection. He must be a proficient 
hunter to spear sufficient game not only for their own neecb, 
but also to make gifts from time to time to hi$ affinal 
relatives. He must first of all have passed through stages 
of initiation, in which he is subjected to a se\^re discipline, 
a training in the norms of conduct and in certain ritual 
beKefs and practices. More often than not he is about 
twenty or twenty^five before he is considered fit to assume 
the responsibilities of marriage. 

For the girl the forces which compel conformity are less 
evident; her education is less formalized ; her childhood 
is less e^cacting ; and she reaches adult status sooner. The 
knowledge that she has acquired is of more immediate use 
to her in conferring status than to the boy of the same age. 
How far this apparent lack of attention is a reflection of her 
unimportance in tribal life will be considered later. At the 
same time it can be noted for future reference that the 
discipline and discomfort w^hich a boy has to undergo to 
secure a wife may point to the high \^ue placed upon 
women. Some of these differences of education in the ritual 
sphere will now' h^ discussed. 

In an earlier chapter I mentioned that ail children have 
totems. But until the age of six or seven they themselves 
appeared to be indifferent about the identity of their own. 
Children of eight or nine as a rule knew their djm^^ and were 
interested in the fact that they had once been a fish, birdi 
reptilep or animal prior to the entry of the spirit child in the 
mother. Wonuwa, the little vixen who attacked the other 
girl for abusing her mother, related to me with pride: 
'"I bio sit down alonga fish first time. Father bin come 
close up alonga water. He bin spear 'em me. Me bin go 
alonga camp , me bin go alonga mother ; me bin come out 
alonga bingy," Very few were aware of their subsection or 
dream totems. Ignorance about the latter could probably 
be accounted for by their lack of interest in the movements 
of adults, whose approach to the camp would be indicated 
by the presence of their totems in the dreams of other 
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individuals. Children were absorbed in their own aflairs 
and w^ere content to pky during most of the day. tease the 
adults^ and wheedle what food they could from them. In 
contrast with this indifference on the subject of totems, 
they were only too willing to talk about djm.Tt, the spirits 
of the dead, dwelling with relish on their more gruesome 
characteristics, their red eyes and their horns. During the 
day. one boy would pretend to be a 4;Vmrrfp hide in the 
bush and spring out on the others: but any untowrafd 
rustling in the scrub at night would bring them screaming 
to the side of their parents. 

They listened to the stories of the totemic aucestorSp 
remembered only one or two myths and forgot most of the 
details. They knew that the w'ord " ^aFu^gani " referred 
to the Time Long Past when there were no Aborigines but 
only animals, reptiles, and birds, who w^alkal about the 
country like human beings. They might also be able to 
point out the whereabouts of one or two increase sites and 
stones believed to have been totemic ancestors* It is difficult 
to assess how' far is used not only as a sanction^ 

but also as a threat of supernatural punishment for the 
infringement of taboos. For instance* a girl must avoid all 
contact with her tribal son-in-law because she feels kambnid 
or shame. This nde is ^aru^gani. Questioned further as 
to w'hat would happen if it were dbregarded, a reason 
would be given that the culprits might suffer from sore 
eyes. 1 only received this answer three times : once in reply 
to my demand for an explanation : another time when the 
sore eyes of a woman were attributed to close contact with 
a damberUf son-in-law : and lastly, when I was warned not 
to mention the name of my own tribal dambmt. The feeling 
of shame and the habit of avoidance were inculcated at an 
early age, and even children of seven or eight would look 
discomforted when I pressed them for the name of a sibling 
of the opposite sex or for their damberu. The others round 
about would giggle at their embarrassment and would 
finally whisper the name to me. The threat of sore eyes 
seemed generally to remain in abeyance* and certainly when 
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a girl ran off with her tribal son-in-law I did not hear it 
mentioned as a penalty, all the emphasis being placed 
instead on tlie overriding of the avoidance situation and 
the shame experienced by her parents and close relatives. 
Actually, when some laws are disobeyed, punishment is 
inflicted by the old men who are coheemed with maintaining 
the slatus q»o and conformity to tradition. They are the 
instruments of justice, but their authority is based on the 
fact that they are the repositories of lore about the ^aruisgani 
and posses ritual objects believed to have originated at that 
period, 

1 did not hear, as far as my experience went, frequent 
injunctions to the child to do this or that becatise it was 
yarff^gani. It was mt osed as a scourge to bigger and better 
righteousness. It was an ultimate sanction ; but in everyday 
activities, children were told what to do without any 
. preamble, and were slapped if they disobeyed beyond the 
limits of endurance or to the detriment of somebody's 
property. If a man finds his wife has not brought in enough 
lily-roots, he does not preface his beating with the story of 
the yaruffgani woman who served her husband more 
attentively: his observations, obscene and otherwise, on her 
conduct have a very specific reference to her and to the 
present situation. 

Ncvertlieless, as has already been said, children were 
familiar with the concept because of the references to it in 
connection with myths and particular features of the 
environment, which bear witness as it were to its reality. 
For the boy it probably assumes greater definition when he 
undergoes circumcision. Part of his education at this 
period is the acquisition of further knowledge of what 
happened in ^ara^gani, and of the corroborees in which 
the totemic ancestors are impersonated. With the details 
of these mj’ths and dances I shall not deal as they will be 
referred to later in the discussion of the position of women 
in religion. The rites, however, possess a social relevance, 
in that they are a necessary stage in the life of a boy before 
he marries. 


CHILDHOOD 
Ceremonies of Cbildhood 


77 


Infant betrothal is associated with no ceremony,' apart 
from the negotiations entered into by the parents of the 
children concerned, and the presentation of spears, 
boomerangs, and food by the father of the boy to the parents 
of the girl. While I was in the East and South Kimberleys, 
no betrothal took place, but I heard a woman discussing 
the future of her daughter and she said that she would not 
allow her to marry anyone on the Station, since they all 
belonged to the wrong subsections. She had in mind, 
however, a dambem at another Station sixty miles away. 
The women, according to statements made by them, did 
take a share in all such transactions, and apparently the 
same obtains In other parts of the continent.* 

At the age of six or seven, boys and girls had their nasal 
septum bored by the father or eke by the mother's brother 
or even brother-in-law. Its purpose was purely decorative 
in this region, and on the Stations and missions it is no 
longer practised. Cicatrization, which generally occurred 
after puberty and was done by an affinal relative (by the 
husband's mother for a girl, and by the wile's father or her 
brother for a boy), has now fallen into abeyance, the victims 
protesting against the infliction of the pain, and their 
mothers upholding them. Most of the older women had 
scars on the chest, arms, hips, and thighs, but they had no 
totemic significance and were said to be decorative. It is 
possible that clothing now offers a less painful means of 
making oneself attractive. 

Of these earlier rites, betrothal obviously has more 
consequences for the child, in that specific individuals 
amongst those addressed by affinal terms are singled out 
for special attention. For the boy, avoidance is even more 
strict for his own mother-in-law than for other women who 
stand in the same dassificatory relationship. His father 

^ Vide B. op. dt. p. S2, wto tb^^t beixothaj 

ceremoBi«a appear td hAve dmh siinple 

* Vide L. dt-n p- 427 ^ ^ womAD uituiJly iieLKts a hmibAiid 

Xor dAugbters by airui^cinjQiit with and of the aislon ^ her huAbAod/* 
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continues to hand over gifts to her from time to time, and 
wife’s father and her brothers will play the determining 
part in the rites to which he is subjected. For the girl, the 
position is easier since she does not avoid her pareDts-m-law, 

Babies are called dja^idany if boys, or dja'^jdari if girls ; 
once they can walk they are addressed as gtfjtamtfarin but 
at the age of five or six when the septum is pierced, they 
are called djuyidu. At puberty a girl is referred to as 
wideminil : the boy, however, may be referred to by terms 
which reflect his status rather than his age. When he is 
taken away for circumcision he is spoken of as witmrtu ; 
after the rite he is ^ambai or circumcised boy. The applica¬ 
tion of these terms is determined not so much by age in 
years, but by the development of physical characteristics, 
the performance of certain activities, and the participation 
in certain ceremonies. 

When the boy is old enough to go through circumcision 
he becomes the focus of attention and conversation. He is 
separated from his mother and sisters, taken by his mother’s 
brother and tribal brothers-in-law on a visit or " grand 
tour " to other hordes and tribes to summon some of the 
members to the ceremony. There was a djangeri boy of 
about seven at Violet Valley, who was accompanied by 
his mother's brother, djuru, and by five djambin men, or 
brothers-in-law, to the Malngin tribe two hundred miles 
away beyond the Qrd River, The hoy, who had formerly 
played about his mother's brother, teased and worried hini 
for food, was now placed directly under his authority. 
He was painted by his tribal brothers-in-1aw, kept apart 
from the women, and made to feel the seriousness of the 
situation. He observed food taboos which practically 
limited his diet to small fish, fruits, berries, yams, and other 
tubers,* He told stories of the totemic ancestors, 
referred to collectively as the di^^ari, who wandered about 
the country with the first wvna.'rn, and assembled with 

^ These tfthoos m^y have a latent motivo in making the hoy x^aljzv 
the viJufi of food, oi m^ry be aq ttdditLon&l meam of dlsdphne vnd of 
hisi powertii ol eoilux^ce. But actually^ it said timt such 
wefG daugEfiuiiA tu tho boy for vmiouj maout t and sini» a giiL 
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other tribes to carry out the ceremony. He was away 
three months and on his return 1 saw him take part in a 
ceremony in which he was shown some of the secret IJuru^a- 
bilitt^a —though he sdll might not touch them nor call them 
by name. He witnessed the corroboree in which the elder 
men emerged from the undergrowth carrying and displaying 
them. During his absence the men, women, and children 
held eternal discussions about the '* ring" of bamam, Le. 
the gathering together of people to perform the circumdsion 
rite. They speculated on the number of people who were 
likely to come and the relatives whom they had not seen 
for many months or even years. WIM-honey, tobacco, 
flour, and tea were stored for the visitors who were to take 
a main part in the ceremony; whilst the brothers-in-Iaw 
and the wife’s fathers made the hair-belts, which would 
be given to the boy and his parents. Women knew he 
would be circumcis^ and were familiar with some of the 
details of the actual operation, but not with the songs 
that were chanted or the complete mythology associated 
wfith the ceremonies. The father and mother chafed at 
the long absence of their son, believing that he might be 
ill and that this was the reason of the delay. For weeks 
the return party' was expected long before they actually 
put in an appearance. 1 arrived at Violet Valley where the 
ceremony was to be held on the 20th October, and it was 
not until the end of November that the group finally entered 
the camp and the operation took place. Men of the two 
tribes lined up on opposite sides of the fighting ground, 
with the women on the side-lines or at the back; the 
father made accusations that the boy had been sick, whibt 
the women wailed over their relatives or settled their own 
disputes. For a few dayra there was dancing at night; 
sometimes the men sang the Yodyu and the women hopped 
around them, the tribal mother-in-law carrying a fiiestick. 
which was to summon up the veunazm. The mother from 

must abfttiifi from mBitj qI these till niAm^e, and observe ihena aptln 
at pregimiicy, dunug iactaljon^ and mouniiag^ the probable i:eGtext ol 
expUiutiDn for the EULtiva bjsa is ths sphere of magioaJ mml batenik belief. 
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time to time woitld burst into a Jit oI weeping, tried to 
gash herself with stones or any other weapon, ami was 
prevented by the other women. The men and espedally 
the niDther's brother were particularly angry if the women 
did not dance well, since this was believed to affect the 
soccer of the ceremony. 

The boy still remainii with the men with whom he liad 
travelled and who daily painted and decorated him, some¬ 
times beginning a fight if ah had not been summoned to 
the scene. It was impressed on the boy that everything 
that he witnessed was i^aru^gani, and must not be revealed 
to the women on pain of death ; that he was being initiated 
into " proper blacklellow business ", The operation wtis 
performed finally at dawn when the rest of the camp w'as 
supposed to be i^leep; later the boy was brought back 
to his father and mother. Hair-belts and spears, dresses 
and handkerchiefs were given to the parents, who kept 
some and distributed the rest amongst dose relatives. 
Normally he would have remained apart from Uie camp 
for a few more weeks, but as the men had to return to 
work, he resumed his normal life immediately. Another 
boy, a half-caste, who was circumcised at Christmas Creek 
in the following January, camped apart from the others 
after the operation, and had not seen his mother when 
I left three weeks later. 

There has been a tendency to overlook the social 
implications of initiation, with wUch this chapter is primarily 
concerned, and to place all the emphasis on its totemic 
significance. Certainly writers have pointed out that 
particular relatives perform the operation and assume 
responsibility; but too much has been made of the exdusion 
of the women, vdthout giving sufficient weight to the 
prospective reference to such a secular matter as marriage. 
Too much emphasis has been laid on the profaneness of 
women, and too little on their value as wives. Professor 
Elkin has rightly asserted that " the child only becomes a 
complete social personality as he enters into this inheritance 
alter initiation and takes his part in preserving that section 
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of the tribal beliefs and rites which belong to his own horde 
country But he adds; " A girl is not admitted to this 
sacred realm, but since she vras found by her father, she 
does belong to his coniitry, and moreover, receives a totemic 
name which links her on to the sacred life of the tribe. 
But her real mission is to be the means of incarnation of 
other pre-existeiit spirit-children." * We should not assume 
from this, however, that a woman has no social j«rsonality; 
nor that it has been abruptly truncated in childhood; 
nor that it is but a pale reflection of her brother’s, existing 
only by virtue of tier membership with her father’s horde, 
her totemic name, and her maternal functions. 

Aboriginal women very definitely do possess social 
personalities. But without any a priori conceptions of 
inferiority or incompleteness, the analysis must be driven 
deeper to see in what way they differ from those of the 
men, whether they are subjected to different influences, 
and whether they are bound up with a different set of 
kinship rights and duties. This will be taken up later in 
greater detail, when we have examined the position of 
women in marriage and ritual life. It is necessary to make 
the point here, and to guard against any premature 
generalizations. 

The particular relevance of initiation in this chapter 
is the social consequences for the boy as distinct from 
-those for a girl. He had undergone a painful operation; 
he had seen thin^ set apart for the men only and he Iiad 
been brought under the authority not only of his mother’s 
brother, but also of tribal brothersrin-law and father-in-law. 
These affinal relatives, with whom up to this time his contacts 
had been of the casual type, were not only people from 
w'hom he might demand a wife; they were those with 
whom be had camped for three months, who had subjected 
him to various food tab(X>s and rites, who had fought over 
any slighting of their privll^cs in the ceremonies of which 


• A. P. EUtin, S.O.K.I>-, Oetanui. u. p. 330, tefenins to the relatioii 
of the ceremoni^ life to local ornaaidtioii. 
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he was the ceatral h^uie. Id terms of kinship, there are 
relatives who acquire authority and assume a measure of 
responsibility lor him. 

Now at this age a girl is not placed in a similar situation, 
nor is there a synunetrical and comparable relationship 
between her and her husband’s mother and sisters. The 
family and dose relatives still dominate her activities, 
whilst the boy has been brought under the control of the 
group into which he may marry. His father may have 
arranged for the operation to be performed; but once 
the boy has set out to bring others to the meeting, the 
father and mother must, however reluctantly, relinquish 
their supervision and authority temporarily to those from 
whom the boy may expect to obtain a wife. There is thus 
a very dose association with affinal relatives, a prospective 
reference to bis marriage. It should be remembered also 
that in the Yoelytt corroboree, it is the tribal mother-in-law 
who carries a firestick to summon the tribal son-in-law. 
Again, both men and women emphasize that the ceremony 
is " to make the boy grow up ", " to make him into a 
man so that he can marry Without the rite it is believed 
he cannot reach maturity or perform the sexual act. 

There is, of course, the ritual side with its negative and 
positive aspects. Negative, in that he must have no contact 
with women and must observe certain food taboos. Positive, 
in that he witnesses some of the men’s secret ceremonies, 
is initiated into tribal life, and that this in turn is regarded 
as a stage on the way to marriage. 

The women did not regard the ceremonies as a desirable 
privilege horn which they were set aside, but rather as a 
necessary operation; and they told me that they would 
not marry a man who had not been circumcised and 
subincised. Their exdusion was, as far as I could ascertain, 
no cause for resentment, though they were frankly curious 
as to what bad taken place. The boy's sister, as a member 
to her sex, had been excluded from any direct participation 
in the " ring" events, but had shared with the others in 
the general excitement and had been interested in the 
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disputes and coiroborees.^ Education for the boy at this 
age then, if of a severer character, is more formalked in its 
ritual aspect, provides him with the knowledge of certain 
beliefs, and indudes participation in certain totemic 
ceremonies, 

^ Unfortniiatelf 1 dM Hot obteia aiiy iofarmatifsii ca tbe attitude 
oE the gtrla taworda the ui tiietr brptberB cir boys in tbn 

wpp ; iht extent of their knowlod^ cl whnt wag bftcpcniftg. whether 
^gy expetienced nny Jealousy, envy, cr cnricaity, or whether thdx idens 
had atn^y cryfitaliiz^ into the formula used by the women—that qoe 
blachfellow bnweeg-'" 


CHAPTER IV 


ON THE THRESHOLD OF MARRIAGE 

The childhood of a girl up to the age ol nine or twelve 
posses with little restraint oo her activities and play : she 
enjoys the freedom of most of the camp and there are few 
restrictions on her contacts mth her relatives, always 
excluding of course the son-in-law, be he a crinkled baby 
who has just emerged from his mother's womb, or a wuened 
greybeard- With the afihnal group into which she will some¬ 
day marry^ her associations have been of the slightest. 
But at the age of nine or possibly later> she k suddenly 
banded over to her future husband and sleeps at his fireside 
from time to time, though she will be dose to her parents* 
camp. On the surface, the change seems so radical that some 
writers have not hesitated to call it child-marriage'L 
But immediately a whole phalanx of questions confronts 
us, before we can accept this assumption finally. Does she 
in reality assume the responsibilities of an adult before 
puberty ? Wliat docs marriage involve for the individual 
in this community : what are its functions and advantages ? 
What are the attitudes adopted by men and flromen towards 
it* and how far is a girl prepared for marriage be fore^ during, 
and after puberty? These are problems which must be 
settled before we can decide whether in fact a girl*s child¬ 
hood is abruptly truncated in order that she may become 
a child-wife. 

To judge by the amount that has been written on 
aboriginal marriage, from the time of Grey in 1840 onwards, 
such questions as the sanctions behind st^ the modes of 
obtaining a wife* the lights and duties of the parties to the 
contract, the effect of sexual licence (ceremonial and illicit) 
on the stability of the contract* the possibilities of conflict 
and the methods of reconciling opposing interests and 
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desires—all tiiese should not only haw been defined with 
precision and clarity* but should haw thrown tight on the 
position of women in everyday existence, since this is 
almost synonymous with marital life, Unfortunately 
writers such as Howitt, while they collected information on 
the points mentioned above* were too often preoccupied 
with whether or not the institution of the pirrauru indicated 
a previous sate of primitive promiscuity or group imiriage^ 
Others such as Beveridge, Lumhpltz* Gason, Brough- 
Smjlh, Gribble and Curr* if they went in bhssful ignorance 
of such theories, were apt to paint in somewhat lurid terms 
the fate of the young girl handed over to the patriarch of 
fifty or sixty; they dwelt darkly on the cruelty inflicted 
upon her \ they dismissed the conditions under which she 
lived as drudgery and slavery" and some hinted at cere¬ 
monies so bestial that they were unfit to appear in prints ^ 
The term slavery w'as used in these contexts^* incon¬ 
gruously enough since, after all, marriage im^ies a certain 
status for the woman, a certain minimum of rights and 
privileges. The two cannot legally be identified however 
rtiuch in actual practice the position of a wife may approxi¬ 
mate to that of a slave. The slave is without any rights 
in the tribe, apart from those conferred out of kindliness or 
expediency by the master. If this were the position of the 
aboriginal woman* then the gifts handed over by the man 
to her parents would partake of the nature of a purchase, 

* Polysamy is in An baibamos manner unat 

for iiublicatioiL^* S. Cason op tb* Djeh in G. TapLinn p. 81. 

Vtfltf al £0 E. R. Gribble, Fprfy Yean wifk ike Abori^jut ; " Withia 
thesB (nrnxriRgB) iMexoss thin ga unspeakable may happen,*' pp. 17S-6. 

* G- Tapliu: ** The man, regarding them (the wives) roure » stave* 

than in any other light, employs th^m in every possible way to his own 
advantage/^ TAj ^Varfinyfri, p. Sr E, H- Cnrr ; She is not tbe relative^ 
but the property ot her husband/" Tri/4 J?,. voL i, p. 107- C. LumbelU : 
** He may her Life if be desires, . . . She la oppressed but is aa a 
ctLle ccmtimted with itavmy^ having no kniswledge of a freer coqditkm." 
Amimg r^. 181-S, 

C. Hodgson : '* The gum were the slaves of their meaa and bad alt the 
drudgery of the eamp." ^Jaoted m FrA^.A^ hv Mahnawski. p. 71. 

Bishop Salvado ; '' L'Atat d’esclavage dans l^nd tontes trienues 
eat vraiineDt d^ploraWe,'' quoted in F^.A.A., p. 74, C. Cbewioga, Buf* 
in iA* dgj, p. 7 t '■ She becatm bis absolute property with the 

right to treat her aa hi* slave.'' 
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and we could not tfaen speak of marriage at all. He would 
have complete powers of life and death over her, and she 
would surrender ail claims on her people and her country. 

But however incomplete and inconsistent these earlier 
records may he, they give no grounds in the majority of 
cases for such assumptions. Whatever the degree of sub- 
missioti of the woman to the will of her husband, she would 
seem to preserve a basic minimum of rights, though the 
need of carefully defining them was often obscured by the 
moral prejudices of the observers and their preconceptions 
as to what marriage should entail; and further by the 
absence of an actual division of the women into those who 
were free and those who were not. 

Professor Malinowski in 1913 carefully sifted the available 
material, and exorcized once and for all from Australia 
the phantom of primitive promiscuity or group marriage, 
showing that the individual family of husband, wife, and 
child was a wed^defined unit in the tribe. He dealt with 
the methods of obtaining a wife, the marriage ceremony, 
the extent of the husband's authority over his children, 
his economic, property and sexual rights over his wife, the 
mutual relationship between them and the character of the 
marital tie In everyday life, in so far as his material 
permitted. " It seems beyond doubt that tn the aboriginal 
society the husband exercised almost complete authority 
over his wife; she was entirely tn his hands and he might 
ill-treat her, provided he did not kill her,” ^ “By closer 
analysts we find that iU-treatmeut is—in the primitive state 
of the aboriginal society—in most cases a form of regulated 
intra-family justice: and that although the methods of 
treatment in general arc very harsh, still they are applied 
to more resistant natures and should not be measured by 
the standard of our ideas and nerves." * " He had well- 
nigh complete authority over his wife; that he treated her 
in harmony with the low standard of culture, harshly, but 

* B. MoliDorwild, p. 77, 

» Ibki,. p. 82. 
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nol excessively harehly; that apparently the more tender 
feelings of love and affection and attachment were not 
entirely absent. But it must be added that, on these last two 
points^ the information is contradictory and insufficient/'^^ 
“ The husband had a definite sexual ' over-iight * over his 
wife, which secured to him the privilege of disposing of 
his wile or at least exercising a certain control over her 
conduct in sexual matters/’ • *' Some caution must be used 
in accepting the above-mentioned cases of absolute 
faithfulness and chastity required from the woman/* * 

Judged in terms of the facts at Professor Malinowski’s 
disposal the woman would appear to have had the worst of 
the bargain. She provided the major part of the food, and 
received apparently a grudging portion in return. She 
reared his children, but the privilege of disposing of them 
in marriage seemed to be vested in him ; and only in cases 
of excessive ill-treatment might she appeal successfully for 
the intervention of her own kin. If she were killed, then 
they would avenge her death. In other words the emphasis 
is placed on the rights of the husband, wbilse those of the 
woman only seem to emerge in the limitations to the bounds 
of his authority. Instances of her assertion tend to read 
as acts of defiance rather than as those based on law or in 
conformity with social norms. 

If this is a true picture of marriage, then it represents 
a severe and abrupt transition from the period of childhood, 
which is an untrammelled one of little discipline and much 
affection. Even though we admit that the aboriginal woman 
has stronger nerves and greater powers of resistance than 
her European sister, the change is sufficiently striking to 
necessitate a complete and painful adjustment in her 
personal relationships at least. Unfortunately the issues 
raised by Professor Malinowski were not taken up 
immediately, discussions tending to centre henceforth on 
the intricacies of the section and subsection system; and 
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it is not until 1930 that Miss McConnel, Lloyd Warner, 
Sharp and Stanner provided more data on the points 
mentioned above, and which contradicted, modified, 
corroborated, or amplified his conclusions. There are more 
references to the mutual aJIcction existing between husband 
and wife ; the woman is no longer stigmatized as a slave ; 
her work is shown not to be particularly onerous; she 
does assert herself on occasion; she retains her rights to 
her country ; and she docs not assume the lull responsibilities 
of marriage until after puberty.^ 

Nevertheless the woman's attitude to marriage and a 
detailed survey of her position as wife have beeu barely 
touched upon. As yet these problems remain to be clarified : 
(i) How far can we speak of child marriage when the girl 
b handed over to her husband at the age of ten or twelve ? 
(3) Just what are the rights claimed by the mairied woman 
apart from her demands that she shall receive a modicum 
of food, and that a beating shall not prostrate her to the 
point of severe injury or death ? In our own society with 
the empharis on the rights of the husband, and a convention 
that condones laxity in the man, but condemns it in the 
woman, the wife may still institute proceedings for divorce 
in the case of ill-treatment, infidelity, desertion, or failure 
to make adequate provision for her needs. But in the last 
century more particularly, the moral and religious prejudice 
against divorce and the economic dependency of women 
often placed her in a position where she preferred to submit 
to her marriage rather than be socially ostracized or finng 
back on her own efforts to support herself. How far then 
do such factors operate in a native community gnd prevent 
a woman from claiming her rights ; how far does her more 
limited r 5 le in other aspects of life—the religions and the 

» Viii U. UcCfinii^, W.A.T,, iii, pp. 3iefi. W, L. Wamer 

" MtirtlRin OfUdnid^ v^il. p. 457. He flsaerti, IldWAv^, p, 4Si 

that £klUiDU|;h sexual do« not dccut until after pnber^, the 

yuung gill jjf Ixeated aa a wiffl ; but he no account of her duties. 

Ls Sharp, S.O.Y.Y.* Oceania, Uj. p. 4l5r also R.tuE.Y.p Ouanm, v. 
pp. 36 if, 

W. E. H. StaHUer^ D.K-T.^ Ocmmia, pp, 16 
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political—place her in a situation where she is afraid to 
assert her claims ? 

A DEFi.vmoN Of Mareuage axd its Fujjctions 

In coitsklerfng the problem of child'inarriag^e* it is 
desirable to arrive at a working definition of marriage, 
which we may take to be a socially reoc^nized union between 
a man and a womans undertaken with some idea of 
permanencyp to meet the demands of social and economic 
existence, and the need of legitimatizing and rearing children. 
The sexual clement plays a fundamental rfikp and marriage 
is one of the means of regulating sexual relationship whieh 
would otherwise be a disruptive factor in the cononminity. 
But it would be wrong to view marriage purely from this 
angle ^ it is a much more complex phenomenon.^ Since 
men and women indulge m casual affairs outside the marriage 
tie, and since marriage involves the handing over of gifts 
by the man to the girFs people, and a number of services 
and duties, there must be other factors in the situation 
which compensate for these exactions and hmitations to 
his liberty. The nature of thescp the conditions regulating 
marriage, the range of readjustments to be made by both 
man and wife, mil obviously vary from community to 
community according to the environment * its resources, 
the economic and social structure, the religious and moral 
beliefs and sanctions. Hone of these are necessarily primaiy, 
but all have a contributory effect in giving marriage the 
characteristics peculiar to the region. 

Now we have already noted the type of environment 
and its economic resources for whose exploitation a division 
of labour between the sexes is necessary. In tlie carrying 
of burdens, the fetching of water and firewood* the 
preparation of food, the wife becomes an economic asset* 
apart from any other considerations. From these facts 
we must not irmnediately infer a subordinate position for 

^ PtoitB$£iT TL fniiHrt witkj hos givvn 3 Cbm 

comptespty d Ui« of marriage in Ths Life uf ikt 

Jd Alia hs liso takes up tJie problem o£ tJia positloo ol wnmen ia the 
Trobriaads, tridt Cbaptcr IL 
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the women* From one point of view the conditions and 
obligations a man must fulfil before he takes a wife may 
be an index to her value and her importance in the scheme 
of mundane afiairs at least. Whether she is able to capitalize 
her value for her own benefit and purpose is another question. 

It will emerge later, together with a discussion of whether 
or not marriage presents definite advantages to the woman. 
We have already seen in Chapter I that in the economic 
sphere she demands that her husband make his contribution 
to the supply of food^ and that she has some voice in its 
distribution. 

Besides this factor, there is that of sex. Granted that all 
indulge in casual affairs, nevertheless the number of girls 
who are unbetrothed or unmarried in the camp are few, 
and a liaison with others involves a man in a scries of 
quarrels and disputes not only with his own relatives, but 
also with those of the girl. Such a state of affairs is obviously ^ 
unsatisfactory, and provides another incentive to marriage. 
But since bis choice is limited by the dassificatory system 
and polygamy, this places a further premium on the woman 
whom he does eventually secure as his wife. 

Moreover, if a man desires children of bis own, he must 
stand in a legal relationship to some woman, since the 
spirit'children beliefs confer fatherhood on the man who 
is living with the woman at the birth of her child. The wish 
for heirs, for someone on whom a man can bestow his 
name, status, and property, is apparent in many societies 
including cur own. There is little careful documentation 
on this point in Australia, though Professor Elkin has 
mentioned the necessity of handing on the knowledge of 
certain ceremonies and ritual objects if the tribe is to 
survive.^ These general factors—the economic, sexual, 
procreative—impose a certain character on the marital 
relationship, and to some extent can be considered apart 
from mutual attraction and the desire for companionship. 
They become important where there e.'dsts little opportunity 
for freedom of choice. 

^ A. P. EUdUr S.O.K.D., Qcfdiiidv vqL U, p, 33L 
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Childhooi} as a Preparatioh for Marriage 

The question now arises how far these come into operation 
when the child of eleven or twelve is handed over to her 
husband ? How far is the chUdhocxl of a girl an orientation 
towards such responsibilities, with the marriage ceremony 
as the gateway through which she passes into a sphere of 
new duties and a wider participation in social life ? Taplin, 
in speaking of the Narrinyeri and quoting Meyer, states that 
girls " are given in marriage at a very early age {ten or 
twelve years) but adds that they visit their parents 
from time to time. In r^^d to the Kukatha tribe he 
declares there is no sexual intercourse till after puberty.* 
Lumholtz speaks of a girl being handed over to her husband 
when she is about nine or ten years old. " She lives with 
her husband, who may be said to rear her, the two being 
at the same time ready married." ■ Brough'Smyth, dealing 
with the tribes of Victoria, mentions that " as girls are 
usually given in marriage at a very early age, many have 
the cares of maternity added to their other heavy duties 
at the age of thirteen or even younger One feels inclined 
to assume that either nature or Brough-Smyth has made a 
slip in calculating the age of the girls. If, however, she 
does not assume the responsibilities of uianiage until after 
puberty, then these writers were not justified in speaking 
of her marriage at the age of ten or twelve. 

First of all it is necessary to review in part some of the 
conclusions reached in the last chapter to show that the 
transition from childhood to the situation in which she 
lives temporarily with her affianced husband is not an 
abrupt one and that she has been in some measure prepared 
for it. As soon as the girl and boy can speak, they begin 
to learn terms for affinal relatives. A girl calls all the men 
husband, who stand b the relationship of mother's mother's 

1 Or Taplin, Th^ ATorn'iiV/rt, p* 8. 

' Idm, F.M,CX.. p. 83. 

’ C Lumholtf, Among Cannibals, p, 164, 

* R. voL i, p. Tdv 

al» E, K+ Giibble* op. cit.p pp. ]75-€. 
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brother's daughter's son, or father’s father's sister's son’s 
son to her; but it must not be thought that this status is 
arrived at through any elaborate mental calculations or 
tracing of descent. The subsection provides the clue, unless 
there has been an irregular marriage amongst dose relatives, 
in which case the necessary readjustments in terminology 
win have been made. Thus Buma, nambin calls most 
djangeri men-^it.‘tnbafta or husband. But she does not 
view them cn massg as a battalion of possible husbands. 
The classificatory terms indicate potential relationships, 
and it is realized that only one of these will be actualized 
for the individual; distinctions are made if only for the 
reason that some of the men are very old, or married or 
afiianced. If a girl is already betrothed, she most probably 
has met her affinal relatives, and does not avoid her future 
husband as so often happens in other primiti ve communities, 
Crawley in his discussion of betrothal spcalcs as thoogh 
avoidance were always the case between a young girl and 
boy during their engagement * and goes on to say that this 
reproduces the taboo between a brother and sister.* The 
marriage ceremony obviates the dangers of the new relation¬ 
ship and of the sexual taboo.* His generalization would not 
hold for the whole of Australia, however, and would be 
difficult to maintain where the fear of sexual intercourse 
has obviously been overridden or suppressed in a community 
that condones it between the young people prior to marriage, 
and where there is no especial emphasis placed on chastity. 
Unless the boy and his parents belong to her horde, the girl 
sees them but rarely before her marriage, but her relation¬ 
ships with them are of a pleasant character, and lack the 
clement of strain that enters into those of the boy with 
her parents and brothers. She receives an occasional gift 
from him, but the bulk of the presents go to her mother 
and father, though she has her share of some of the food. 

Again, she is familiar with the general routine of family 

^ E. Ciiiwlev, TM* ^fystie Rote, voL ii, p. 25, 

* Ibid.,p^ 27. 

■ Ibid., p. 25. 
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life assocmted with the procuriiig and distributing of food 
she has seen the quarrels that arise when her lather does 
not perform his part, or when her mother neglects her 
duties. Finally' in the sphere of sex we have already 
mentioned ttiat she Is familiar with the facts of Intercourse, 
and that young girls of eight or ten play with the boys in 
the camp when the others are asleep at midday or away 
in the bush. Young Buma would sing the K%d»fB<x:dO or 
love song, until she was teased by the adults for wanting 
a ** sweetheart '* or djibSnir, when she would get up sulkily 
and go away to chant It in peace under a distant tree. 
Inter*tribal meetings and the presence of a number of 
young men provide numerous opportunities for such alhurs, 
and all the young girls in the camp were linked in name 
with the men, though few expected a development of the 
relationships. 

When, therefore, the child of nine or twelve is handed 
over to her future husband, we must remember that her 
education has been of a practical kind in the economic 
sphere | that she is familiar with the types of conduct 
expected of her ; and that she already has some knowledge 
of sex, Therefore the situation is entirely different from 
that of a young girl in our own community, who would 
probably be unfitted to assume sUnllar responsibilities. In 
the case of the latter, if she has decided not to take up 
any career, she may be taught cooking, sewing, and some 
elements of domestic sciencebut tliere is as a rule a 
careful avoidance of education in other aspects of the wifely 
duties; she may be given instruction in the bathuig of a 
baby but not in its production. 

If marriage is an inescapable fate for the aboriginal 
woman, it is one that she generally desires as much as the 
man ; and one for which her chUdhood and education have 
in some m^sure equipped her. Actually when she is handed 
over to her husband before puberty, she is not called upon 
to fulfil all the duties of a wife, and we may regard this as 
another period of preparation. This has been corroborated 
or paralleled by material from other parts of the continent, 
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though such writers have nut committed themselves on the 
question as to whether or not this can be called marriage.’ 

I did not witness the ceremony in which the girl b delivered 
to the care of her future husband, but it was described to 
me by over a score of natives. The man must live in the 
camp of her parents; he has for some time been making 
gifts to them, and finally her father decides to take her to 
him, Thb preliminary ceremony differs from the one that 
occurs after puberty, when the man comes to the girTs 
camp and takes her by the arm, mala:m nuncngfni. The 
tw'o go into the bush for a few days, and when they return, 
having painted themselves with red ochre, they are received 
by the girVs parents, who make them presents of spears, 
handkerchiefs, and other articles. Some of the taboos on 
food which the girl must observe until marriage are broken, 
and she is given hiU-kangaroo, wUd-<at, and a small kind 
of iguana. A year or so after she eats a large type of Iguana, 
but alt these become taboo again at menstruation and at 
pregnancy, or during the dancing of the women's secret 
corroboree. There were four cases of young girls who were 
living with their future husbands. Didjibara, who vms 
about thirteen, belonged to the Wolmeri tribe, and had 
been handed over to Bugomasa, who was also a Wolmeri. 
She was short, scraggy, with tow-coloured hair that was 
always in her eyes; she was sulky and not particularly 
assertive. She slept in her husband's camp most of the 
time, but when she felt lonely, which seemed to be about 
once a week, she would go to her mother. Full sexual 
intercourse was not allowed until after puberty; and my 
suggestion that it did occur was indignantly repudiated 
by the parents, and the boy and girl as well. Sexual inter¬ 
course without penetration did take place but only 
infrequently. The sanction behind this prohibition was the 
belief that it would be dangerous to the girl, and furthermore, 

‘ Vidt U. McCoiiiiEl. vP. clt. p, 311. I_ Sliup, S.O.Y, Y.. p. <27, 

W. E. H. Stsmu^, DrR.X., p. 10^ mflatians, hjdnwtvcr, that " befwt 
pibvrty ch UdrgEi begin to a&sumjfl Iha cKdAbamic rAJes wbkh normally 
become uo bnportmt Ln lattr Ufa He does uot state the extent of a 
young girri dutieit. W. L, Warper, A Bkfck pp, 76. 
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in tlie myths I collected from the various tribes, 
intercourse was always said to foUow menstruation and 
never to precede it. Didjibara spent most of the day in 
the bush with her mother, but wLat she found could scarcely 
be called a contribution to the mainteuance of the household, 
nor was it expected to be ; for in view of her youth and 
slender store of knowledge, no exacting demands were made 
upon her. She still depended on her mother for the bulk 
of ber vegetable food and for meat as well, since the boy 
handed over most of the game he caught to her father. 
She brought in a little wood, made the fires, and sometimes 
cooked a few yams. Like all children she joined with zest 
in corroborees, but she was still too young to take much 
interest in the gossip of the women, and would wander 
away and play with the other children. 

Another case was that of Wolambal at Bedford in the 
Lunga country, w*ho was married to a man who already 
had two wives. She was tall, with closely-cropped hair, 
and rather shifty eyes for a native. She was aggressive 
and talkative in comparison with Didjibara, and W'as 
continually carrying scandal to the men about the infidelities 
ol their wives. She assisted the elder wife in foraging for 
food, but was apt to grumble if told off to fetch firewood. 
Her parents had died, which probably accounted for her 
living away from her country at that age, but there was 
also the elder wife to take the bulk of the responsibilities. 
She played with the other young men in the camp, and 
finally helped the elder wife to elope with a tribal son-in-law 
during her husband's absence. The remaining instance 
w'as that of a child of who had only stayed in her future 
husband's camp for one night. He was about fifty, and 
had been making gifts to her parents since her birth. The 
manager of the station heard of it, and told him he could 
not have the girl; whereupon he protested that he had 
made the presents for years, aud said: " Me bin grow ’em 
up; him bin piccaninny first time." This phrase *' me bin 
grow 'em up " is frequently used by individuals who have 
helped in the rearing of a chUd after a parent’s death, 
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and ts also uttered constantly by the mother's brother^ 
These people made the statement with pride and aHectJon. 
and there was implicit in it the assumption of responsibility. 
It is not legitimate to suppose that it had exactly the same 
significance when used by a girl’s future husband, but the 
attitude of the man to the girl ^ould seem to be one of 
protection and of affection, rather than of a crude assertion 
of lights. In fact the explanation given for this residence 
with the man before puberty was that it would accustom 
the girl to him, so that she would not be frightened when 
she had to leave her parents and go to his country. It 
may also have been a gesture of good faith on the part of 
the parents to the man—a confirming of rights—since he 
had been making gifts to them for some years without any 
immediate reward. 

Now these cases were typical of the general pattern of 
behaviour according to the man and women 1 questioned 
about their own experiences. It is important to stress these 
facts, since they dearly show there is no sharp transition 
from one type of existence to another for the girl, and that 
her childhood is not truncated abruptly. She remains in 
the same encampment as her parents ; she is still dependent 
on them for food and protection; she has no fuU sexual 
intercourse with the man ; and she is gradually accustomed 
to his presence. Granted the conditions under which she 
lives, there is nothing iundamentally revolting or onerous 
in this gradual introduction into married life. By the time 
she reached puberty she would be fitted to take up her 
residence with her husband and fulfil her rdle as his economic 
and sexual partner. 

In view of these facts, wc are certainly not justified in 
speaking of "child marriage ", Only one objection could 
be lodged against this assumption, however, namely that 
the man calls the girl, wife; but it must be remembered 
that he has done so from the moment she was bom, and 
no one would admit that married life began in the cradle, 
Wc can say that in this region at least, and probably else¬ 
where, marriage tor a girl does not begin until after puberty. 
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Puberty 

In many commumtics the onset of puberty is associated 
with a ritual uncleanliness, in which the girl is belifived to 
be a danger to the society, and is therefore exduded from 
it temporarily. Where, moreover, it is followed soon after 
by marriage, menstruation would have a double social 
signihcance, and one might anticipate an elaborate series 
of rites. In Australia, however, the collector of strange 
practices will be disappointed in his expectation. This 
may be correlated with the fact that such oeremoniK as 
there are, involve no extensive initiation into esoteric lore, 
as in the case of a boy. The handing over of ritual knowledge 
is a tribal concern and therefore this may account for the 
large inter-tribal or inter-horde gatherings that take place 
at dicumcision and subincision. The taboos and seclusion 
of the girl at menstruation indicate that she has now reached 
sexual maturity ; the marriage that foUows is the business 
of her relatives and those of the husband. Nevertheless 
the importance of this crisis in her life )S reflected in the 
singing of magical songs beforehand to hasten the develop¬ 
ment of puberty, and the practice of introcision either 
before or afterwards as a preparation for marriage. 

In the Djam tribe in East Kimberley, the father of the 
tells the future husband to take a certain type of 
t/urw^a, called a munguaina, and sing the songs which will 
make her breasts develop and her pubic hair grow.* It was 
difficult to obtain a translation of these in pidgin-Engllsh, 
but I include it here for what it is worth. 

I, midirburu tttungus:n ^a:ti yadi 

markings of name of ^voman woman 

l/untya tfuraya 

My informants explained this simply as the " name *' of 
the tjuruya, and it is characteristic of most of the songs 
associated with other types of builroarer. 

^ Spinicer and CiUen mfotion a similar but more elaborate rite among 
thes AninlAp in whicli men fling that wUl paakc thu brciut^ 

and later amear th£ girl with £at and red otbte, She h sednded imtil the 
pain weoTfl off, TAp Aran/tf, vol. pp. -480-1. 
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2 . ^aibidu: bura bura*nga* moluam^r 

breasts groimd sud burns 

The sun is mentioned because it makes the girl grow up_ 
It burns upon the ground* I could not obtain any further 
explanation about the part of the sun, nor any myth that 
would throw light on its mention here* 

3 . yunJudi maidu maidu- yula^mara 

bosh tucker nipples grow up 

The nipples would grow round like a small wild berry* 

4. yundadi naznda mo;ri4 

wild berries ? blood 

I could obtain no adequate translation ol this, but It refers 
to the onset of menstiuatioiL It is posable that the Wolmori 
have the same song, since the mungua^na originally came 
from there, but I heard no reference to it* and 1 visited 
them before I went to the Djaru. The Wolmeri women 
had a secret corroboree* which I will d^ribe in detail in 
a later chapter* and whicbp while it centred round the 
obtaining of lovers* did in the first songs focus on the 
development of puberty in the young girls* These latter 
were not* however* permitted to be present. Here it was 
not only a question of hastening the development for the 
sake of her husband* but so that she might soon have 
djib^ir, or lovers. 

The Wolmeri also at one time pmcrised intnocisioo ; it 
was done by the old women, as in the Ngadi tribe as well, 
but I prefer to pcstpone a discussion of this tUI the chapter 
on the position of women tn ritual life** I did not visit 
the Ngadi tribe which has its territory in Central Australia 
near Ta n a m i and the Grajiites* but some of them were 
camping at Gordon Downs near the boundary of Wist 

* 5p«=awa^Gillinm«nt£Q&admikrTitQiiTOaii^ the Kaituh.perfoniied 
by the eldw aE thfr girt The bkod wbs coll«t«d ui a pifehL and the 

vetmum, mother, fnther'B sister, atoeaitd their EKMlies with it mid dmok 
Tkt Arvnfa, nl K, V. 4M. 

E.. Haaedl mmdoiia crat by the old ^oipeii in tbo 

Wheelm^ Tribe. Vid# "" Notes on the EOmDlogy of the WlieeLEDan 
Tribfj of SauthnWest Australia,D. Davidsoo. 480. 
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Australia, and I was able to secure an account of the 
ceremony from two old women. These rites differ from thrae 
of the Wula, and according to Professor Elkin also the 
King River tribes,’ and those of Central Austmlia and 
Queensland,* where defloration is performed by the men, 
and is generally followed by sejcual intercourse. 

The significance of these Wolmeri and Ngadi ceremonies 
is that they are carried out by the women themselves to 
hasten the development of puberty, which is regarded as 
essentially desirable since a girl can then take lovers. In 
those tribes where introcision was deemed necessary before 
marriage it would seem to be the counteipait of subincision. 
Amongst the Ngadi the resemblances were marked in that 
the detaib were kept secret from the men; they wem 
tfarv^gani ; the girl was told the myth that accounted 
for their origin, and hence acquired additional esoteric 
knowledge about the ^arv^gani, denied to the men. She 
was moreover brought temporarily under the authority of 
the older women for the first time in her life. Mathew goes 
so far as to say that wherever subincision is practised 
vaginal introcision becomes inevitable whibt Roth notes 
that it is only practised where there is male introcision.* 
The correlation would on the whole seem to obtain in most 
tribes, but the Lunga do not practise introcision at present 
and it was denied that it ever occurred in the past. Whatever 
the truth of this, the fact remains that they perform 
subincision now without introcision of the women. The 
Ngadi said that the rite was to facilitate sexual intercourse 
and delivery at birth, and the same reason was put forward 
by Roth in regard to the Queensland tribes.* 

* A. P. Elkin. UDpubUBtKd field notet. 

* Vid* Spenecr, N.T.N.T.A,, p. 22. Tkt Amnia, vtH. ii. pp. 472-4. 

ia the AmDtB. ^uth Anintn. end bribes. R. H. Matbewe, 

Ethupli^C^ Note? on tbp Abmiginal Tribes Df th0 Nartiusm Tenritary/' 
Gfogr J,p JEvi, p. 70. A, W. Howittp ** Tbt Dim and Otbef 
Kindrfd Thbes of Ontral Australifl/^ xx, 1891. p. 81. W> E. 

Rotb. ^.5., flcttiDCL 305, pp. 174-5. iM Pitta-Pitta. Uliolinya. Vaiom^a 
tribes. 

■ J. flijdT Crom, p. 121+ 

* Ibid., p, 170, 
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Ceremonial in these regions would seem to centre around 
the periods prior to and after menstruation, which is regarded 
with some fear by the men, in that contact with a 
menstrua ting woman is believed to cause sickness. At her 
first menses the girl goes apart with her mother* away from 
the men and young children. She must not eat certain 
foods—porcupine, long-necked turtle, emu, native 
companion, little kangaroo, dog, opossum, snake, turkey. 
Iguana, barramundi and wild cat. These taboos are observed 
at every period, and during pregnancy ^ and they apply 
also to the boy during initiation. They obtain in all triI>K 
discussed in this book. Since all meat caught by the men 
is gifHfru, taboop it follows that her diet is practically 
restricted to vegetable foods, fruitSp and small fish procured 
by the women* She remains apart from the camp for three 
or five days, is then painted with red ochre, and returns 
to her ovm fireside. The main feature of her seclusion is 
that she may not have any contact with the men* their 
property, or anything that has been touched by them. 

Women's Attitude to Majekiage 

With the reasons why a man desires a wife we have 
already dealt ^ and the mere fact that he is prepared to 
hand over gifts to her parents from betrothal onwards is 
some indication of the urgency of his needs and the value 
he places upon her* But since the w'oman is not called upon 
to make any sacrifice in material goods her intentions are 
less obvious. In the case of Didjibara, Wolambal^ and the 
others, their wishes appear on the surface to be largely 
irrelevantp apart from the recognition by their parents that 
marriage, in the sense in which we have defined itp is possible 
only under certain conditions—those of physical maturity. 
Even so 1 was told about girls who were both betrothed 
and married after puberty, and who had run away from 
their husbands because the latter were too old or had 
frightened them. They w^ere generally sent hack, but a 
few persisted and finally the project was abandoned. Here, 

* Fiiif pp. ot tliii chapti^. 
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dislike of the pariicijlar individuals coupled with separation 
from parents and country^ contributed to the dissolution 
of such unions. This did not mean that henceforth such 
girls were in the mood to hie them to a nunnery had it 
existed, or that a neurosis developed as might have occurred 
in our own community^ According to the women I 
questioned^ thay had sdll wished for znarriagep but not 
with the middle-aged men chosen by their parents, They 
admitted to having taken iovers afterwards, and had 
finally inarried one of these. Bamdjil of the Lunga had 
been promised to an old man, had run away twice, and 
had had her own way in the end. Later she engaged in an 
affair with her tribal brother* eloped* and finally married 
him, and was living quietly at Mcxila Bulla. In other words, 
although her inclinations had not coincided with those of 
her relatives, she still desired marriage, preferably with a 
younger man. 

In our own society marriage is often undertaken for 
reasons of economic security, a desire for children, for 
sexual experience which has been ble^d by the church 
or has the moral sanction of the community, though any 
one of these motives may be interpreted as romantic love 
by the individuals concerned or by their relatives. Now 
economics cannot be ruled out altogether even for an 
aboriginal woman, though it may not be such an urgent 
matter for her as for the dty girl who is barely subsisting 
on the basic wage. Whether the aboriginal is married or 
not, once she has passed puberty she has to forage for food ; 
the diflerence being that her contribution is made to the 
family-supplies, for which she receives a share of the meat 
procured by her father's brother, and perhaps her mo therms 
brother. When married, she and her husband eat most 
of what she finds and her portion of meat b increased. 
This is an advantage which has been overlooked by most 
observers, who have bewailed the lot of the married woman, 
and failed to realise that actually iu terms of the amount 
of food eaten, she is better off than when single, unless of 
course there are no brothers and sisters. 
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On the sexual side, the aboriginal girl has fewer inhibitions 
than the European of the same age^ but a series of affairs 
in the long run prove unsatisfactory! unless linked with 
the solid advantages of marriage- As in the case of the 
man, they plunge her into disputes with her parents and 
relatives. One woman who had given up her lover said to 
me! " Me hnish longa him ; too much all about make ^em 
row alonga me—all day him talk-talk." A more stable 
union, to judge by what happened in the camp> did not 
mean the cessation of extra-marital adventures nor a rigid 
curtailing of her liberties. Still it was true that a woman 
would have to deal with the jealousy of her husband : she 
generally availed herself of the opportunity created by his 
absence from the camp^ and whether she had an affair or 
not the rest of the community was not inclined to give her 
the benefit of the doubts This is not to say that she entered 
marriage with one eye on her lover and the other on her 
husband. Genuine affection and fidelity over a period of 
time did exist; and so in summing up tire reasons for 
marriage, we must make a distmetionj as in our own 
community, between its general functions on the one hand* 
and its advantages and the immediate desires of the 
individuals who were able to exercise some freedom of 
choice on the other. 

Over and above the economic aspects, there was the 
pressure of public opinion that expected every girl to marry, 
and tlie same may be said of most other communities. 
However, in England, owing to a romantic conception of 
marriage, the absence of polygamy, and a greater number 
of women than men, all are not able to fulfil their"" missiDn 
whilst m the aborigiDal society, if there b only one professioii 
’— that of wife^—at least they are certain to practise it, the 
existence of polygamy being one of the methods hy which 
thb b assured. In fact I did not meet with one case of a 
woman wrho had not been married at some time or other 
in her life^ Didjibara and Woiambal were contented with 
their lot and found my questions difficult to answer w^hen 
I inquired whether they were happy. They would say 
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with empbasis : " ‘f)u;tHbana all right—him 0™ ^H.-nvbana 
belanga me." The giil of about 18 who was betrothed 
{see page 70 in Ch. Ill) certainly did not want to many 
the man, but in the meantime she was carrying on an ailair 
with a young stockhoy in spite of the protests of her family, 
and it was likely that she wonld marry him in the end. 
The other married women, apart from periodic outbursts 
of grumbling on domestic matters,were apparently contented 
also with their fate, and seemed unable to conceive of any 
existence without marriage. One woman whom T questioned 
gave me the following reply, when I asked her whether she 
liked being married to her boy: " me like 'em boy; we 
walkabout, Vfs mur}a-muya (have sexual intercourse) ; got 
'em one camp helonga twofellow; might be we catchem 
kangaroo, fish." The degree of emphasis on any one of 
these factors by other individuals was likely to depend on 
the state of mind or body, the craving for meat, or a longing 
to leave the station and *' go bush " for a while. 

Women certaiuly stressed the sexual aspect of marriage, 
and it is time that this was given more weight in a discussion 
of these problems, since there is now no danger of our falling 
into the mistake of postulating group marriage on the 
score of sexual licence. When such theories were taken 
seriously it was necessary to show that sex was only one 
aspect of marriage, that husband and wife in Australia 
often did find satisfaction elsewhere, and that the union 
involved an economic cooperation and the legitimatization 
of children. But there is little doubt about the Importance 
of sex in native eyes : the women were quite unequivocal 
on the point, and when 1 asked if they married because 
they wanted children, they laughed and frankly ridiculed 
me: "Ko more want 'em piccaninny: me bin want to 
sleep alonga boy." And the same aspect was stressed as a 
reason for reconcihation after a temporary separation 
because of a quarrel: " Me stop alonga boy : too much 
me bin sleep alonga him." 

At the same time it must be remembered that they 
themselves make a distinction between a casual affair and 
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proper marriage which involves a imion with a man 
generally in the correct relationship who will hand over 
gilts to her parents and with whom she will share food and 
a common hre-place. It so happens under present conditions 
and perhaps previously that temporary unions do sometimes 
develop into marriage/ and several instances occured whibt 
I was in the camp at MooU Bulla. In other words, apart 
from the geneial advantages that favour marriage, mutual 
attraction is sometimes the basis for a union as in our own 
society* 

There remains the question of children, whose belated 
appearance at this stage does not indicate their relative 
unimportance in native eyes. The possibility of cluldren 
resulting from marriage, the necessity for a man to assume 
responsibility for mother and child* and hence the need for 
co-operation between the parents has been recogiuzed as one 
of the bases of marriage. We can still say with Westerxnarck 
that marriage is rooted in the family rather than the family 
in marriage- Indeed, Bertrand RusseD would go so far as to 
say that in a raticnai ethic in the absence of children 
there is no marriage * but tlus presupposes at least means 
of economic support for the woman apart from those 
provided by the males of the community* It can be argued 
on a rational basis, that during pn^nancy and confinement 
and in the rearing of the child for the first two or three 
years, there must be someone who is prepared to look after 
the child and its mother* Unless there are other institutions 
to meet this need, it is difficult to see how the family can 
be destroyed or replaced* In Russia an attempt was made 
to do away with it. and the state apparently was to assume 
the functions of an "All Father^" ' but as reports were 
biased on moralistic or communistic grounds, it was 
difficult to discover the degree of success * certainly at the 
present moment the family seems to have been restored to 
grace- 


^ W. E, H. StAHAirr nwEitaiiu the samo tbia? for Uifl UaJy River tribeB, 
op. dt.p pp. 45S-4aD. 

* Ki£A3cU, and p. leS, 
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In many communities where prenuptial licence is 
permitted or condoned, birth out of wedlock is either 
frmvned upon or more actively penalized unless it is regarded 
as a test of fertility as in some African communities and 
is then followed by marriage. Hence apart from all such 
considerations as to whether children are regarded as a 
nemesis or as a blessing, their appearance demands a legal 
and stabilized union between parents afterwards. Professor 
Malinowski would go bo far as to say " that between the 
freedom of sexual life and the freedom of becoming a mother, 
a sharp distinction is drawm in all societies including our 
own^Vnd again: " The most important legal rule 
concerning the physiological side of kinship is that no child 
can be brought into the world without a man, and one 
man at that, assuming the rdle of sociological father, i.e. 
guardian and protector, the male link between the child 
and the rest of the community.* Again, " marriage cannot 
be defined as the licensing of sexual intercourse but rather 
as tlje licensing of parenthood."* 

In Australia, where there is no recognition of physiological 
fatherhood, the question arises whether we can speak of 
the existence of illegitimate children. Dr. Stanner has said 
of the Daly River tribes that ” there is no illegitimacy 
and that for a woman who conceives after the death of 
her husband and does not remaiiy there is always a mother's 
brother to give the child social status.* Miss McConnd 
states that if a woman is deserted by her lover the child 
is adopted by her clan •; but as the child will still marry 
into her clan, the affili ation cannot therefore be said to be 
complete. Dr. Sharp noted that there were no instances 


^ B. l^aliDDfWEki^ Patmihood, p. 
* IbtcJ,, pp. 137-&, 


13 S. 


Ibki ! pr 140. In imothct cdiitext tbe samo writer CDmmeat} t ** Tradi¬ 
tional Kntjmefit regards UJegitimatfl cbildrcii os unproper on tiw part 
oi tbfl molhirr. Whisn Mted wby it is so eoMiekr^d, they wUl 
* betausc thcj« \a no father to the ddld, there is qo man to take it in hm 
Atms.' " ReferocLOG to Tfobiaods^ p. 166. 

* W, E. U. Stanner* D.H.T., Oc/aHin, Jv* p* 17* 

* tbM.. p, 17. 

* U. McConnel The W,A.T ^ Oasama, iii* p, 3^. 
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of children born out of wedlock in the Yir-Yiront, but 
that if a woman were divorced from her biisband> the 
younger children would live with her clan.^ In all these 
tribes we are given no information on the part played by a 
boy later in the ritual life of his mother's dan, data, which 
without doubt, would have indicated the extent to which 
he was accepted as a full member. In the tribes which I 
studied there were no illegitimate children, and the particular 
character of the spirit-children beliefs made it ^most an 
impossibility. There seemed to be a dogma that no unmarried 
girl could have a child. Me no bin catch 'em piccaninny 
alonga boy—me single fellow^ Only (husband) 

catch ‘em piccaninny.'' 

As a rule a girl was living with her husband at puberty^ 
and since there was no recognition of physical paternity, 
all the children she bore were regarded as his. There is of 
course the problem of the adolescent girls who are having 
a casual affair and yet who do not conceive. Dr. Ashley- 
Montagu, in discussing evidence from other native races, 
and also the tests carried out on the mouse, the macaque, 
and the chimpanzee, has suggested that between the outset 
of the first menstruation and reproductive maturity, there 
is a period in which individuals are relatively sterile.* We 
can say then that marriage l^thnatizes the children in 
that it provides them with a sodal father and affiliates 
them w^ith his horde« But apparently in the Daly River 
and some of the Queensland tribes, a child bom out of 
w’edlock is not illegitimate in so far as it has a mother^s 
brother to assume responsibility and is permitted to enter 
his clan. Such a position obviously diffeis from the protection 
afforded a child by its mother's relatives in our community, 
where the law does not automatically allow the child to 
claim a sh^ in the inheritance of property, unless the 
mother's brother of his own accord makes provision. 

It is, then, one thing to say that marriage affiliates the 

L Ik SioTp, S.O.Y.Y., OMmia, iu, p. ISa. 

■ M. Afthl^y-ljozita;^, [uterUli^ of the Upmairied in Piiiiiitivo 
Societies" Ofwiq, vUi, p. 26. 
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child mth a social father and bis group: anothi^r to infer 
from this that a child without a social lather in Australia 
is an outcast from the community in the sense that it has 
no recognized ties with any social group. This does not 
mean that there would be no bar to bearing children out 
of wedlock, for it seems likely that the mother's brother 
would scarcely welcome the additional responsibility of 
another woman and her child besides his own family. So 
much then for the functions of marriage in regard to children. 
Apparently, however, children are not necessarily desired, 
as was made dear in the statements of numerous women. 
They disliked the prospect of child-bearing; its pain and 
trouble, and the burden of carrying the baby about after¬ 
wards. There were few children in the camjB and many 
of the women confessed to having committed abortion to 
avoid the contingency. 

The prevalence of venereal disease, particularly granuloma 
pudendum, may be responsible for sterility in a number of 
cases , but in a recent survey made by Dr. A. P. Davis, 
Medical Inspector for West Australia, over 4.000 natives 
were examined in the Kiitiberle}^ (these including the 
majority of natives with whom I had contact on the statiota 
and mission). Of these, 145 had venereal disease or approxi¬ 
mately 4 per cent. He suggests that granuloma pudendum 
is *' a purely native complaint **, and that It was probably 
introduced from the northern tropical or oceanic islands,^ 
With the possibility of it having been in operation for a 
relatively long period, and further, the small percentage 
of natives suffering from it, ft can scarcely be considered 
to account entirely for the decline in population and the 
mfiequency of births in the Kimberleys, 

Certainly there were some children, and on these their 
mothers lavished a care and affection that would have 
satisfied the staunchest advocates of the existence of a 
maternal instinct. But as far as 1 could gauge, children 
were one of the consequences, and not necessarily one of 

» Annual Stpoft of thr Ctmmisiimar of If alive Affair of WtA Autlralia, 
JS37. pp. 8r^. 
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the motives for marriage. It is significant that even before 
there was much white contact, the early ethnologists 
commented cm the small siase of the families (five being 
generally the largest) and on the frequent recourse to 
infanticide. In the desert, where existence was precarious, 
the Aborigines by this limitation of the population revealed 
a foresight and wisdom that b not always manifest in our 
own ccrmnunity, where individuals under the worst 
conditions, either with a religious sanction or through 
ignorance, indulge the maternal instinct to the extent of 
having a child every year or so. Of course with the previous 
decimation of the aboriginal population, and a further 
decrease every year,* the practiix of abortion under present 
conditions must ultimately lead to the extinction of the 
natives. How far the reluctance of the women to bear 
children goes deeper than an objection to the pain and 
troufale involved it is difficult to say. 1 never met with 
the attitude that might be interpreted as a deUbeiate race 
suidde, or apathy in the face of the breakdown of their 
culture. But it does seem very likely that the injury to 
the social structure and activities contingent on white 
contact may lie at the basis of the problem. 

^ Annuai HepofU pf lAi ChiiJ Protaittr pf Aborigims^ A 

1934, p. 1 ■ msSj, p. I 1833^ p4 3 j J937, p, 5. In this l^t report* 

193?* wms a slight lisoncase in foU-bloodA,, but tho far 

Native Affain attribuioe to the [ncloaimi ol those not deemjol /oTmtfhr 
to be AbdfigiDex, Vid* p. 5. 
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THE LAWS OF MARRIAGE AND THE NEEDS OF 
THE INDIVIDUAL 

The functions of marriage in North-West Australia are 
similar to those in our own communityp but there is one 
aspect wlxicli we have only mentioned in passing, and that 
is the tribal law that prescribes the relationship of those 
who may marry. Does this limitation of choice vitiate the 
advantages we have discussed ? To answer this we must 
study the working of the kinship sj^tem in regard to 
marriage, the attitudes adopted by individuals towards it, 
the extent to which they regard it as curtailing their Uberties 
or as a means of attaining their desires ; the circumstances 
under which the law is set aside, the frequency with which 
this happens, the adjustments that are made and the 
reactions of community* These are problems which must 
be considered before we can examine in detail the rights, 
privileges, and duties that are inherent in the marital bondn 

Out of the discontent, disputes, reconciliations, co¬ 
operation p and affection between those who are married in 
the Kimberley tribes, a relationship would seem to emerge 
which has in it the elements of permanency and the 
advantages which have been in part deduced, and in part 
directly formulated by the natives themselves. Europeans 
have I^d much emphasis on freedom of choice as the basis 
for a happy and lasting union. And the question immediately 
arises as to whether it is entirely absent in the aboriginal 
community, whether the kinship system permits of the 
play of individual desire within wider limits than is generally 
sapposed. At the risk of being obvious, one may add that 
freedom of choice is not absolute in our own society* Probably 
there would be no need to state such a truism in any other 
context; but when attention is directed to primitive 
marriage, it is likely to concentrate on the fact that a man 
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marries his mother's mother's brother's datJghter's daughter, 
and to be oblivious of the limiting factors of age. dose 
relationships possible range of contacts, social and class 
distmctions, means of economic support, religion and so 
forth in our own community. However, granted that there 
is more scope for individual preference in European society, 
there is the point that the motives which led to a union in 
the first place may have long since been supplanted by 
reasons of a more practIcaJ kind> e^g, economic security^ 
presence of children, status or dislike of a divorce on grounds 
of religion, morality or social expediency. It is very necessary 
to bear such commonplaces in mind in order to avoid a 
tendency to prejudge similar issues in another guise else¬ 
where- In short, are the conditions of aboriginal marriage 
so exacting as we imagine; do they militate against its 
succe^, stability and happiness ? 

Attitudes to the Kinsetf System 

Because the majority of marriages occur within the right 
subsection, we need not immediately conclude that the 
Aborigines are lacking in our own '' normal'' instincts: 
that they are the slaves of custom, albeit unwilling ones: 
that they are repressed r that when occasionally they do 
marry into the wrong subsection they are really giving 
overt expression to the desires of the less fortunate, ft is 
just possible that " straight"" marriagesj granted the 
premises that exist within the culture, offer as much 
satisfaction as our own and do not necessarily entail the 
subjection of the women* For the majority there is Httle 
freedom of choice in our sense of the phrase, except in so 
far as it is exercised by parents on behalf of their children- 
Such a law may seem automatic in its functioning, but it 
must be remembered that from childhood onwards, men 
and women expect to marry individuals of a certain sub¬ 
section, and the existence of a number of regular unions 
around them confirms this expectationi Linguistic usage 
and behaviour channel interest desires and attitudes from 
an early age. This social condirioning is important; we 
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can tiven go so far as to say that the men regard it as a 
right to many those women who are eligible in the correct 
relationship. A man who has been betrothed since infancy 
is bitterly resentful of anyone who attempts to override his 
claims.* The attitude of the women is similar; they will 
assert: ** me marry straight fellow ; no more wrong fellow." 
When Wungenilp who was carrying on an aiTair with a man 
of the right subsectionp was meeting with some opposition 
from her relatives, she said to me—“ me like him ; we two 
fellow want to marry. Him straight belonga me." Certainly 
the last was not the primary motive for the marriage, but 
it clinched her argument effectively and in the end she bad 
her way . 

Marriage by capture of the women after a raid on another 
tribe and the killing of some of its male members, is rarely 
practised now as a result of the severe penalties infficted 
by the government for death. Elopements happen frequentlyj 
but the majority of marriages are arranged either by the 
parents through infant betrothal^ or by the boy and girl 
after puberty. The latter allows of more freedom of choke 
and there is a tendency nowadays at least for boys and 
girls to have a series of affairs, and then for one to become 
permanent in marriage. Even where this is not so* however, 
the lack of choice may be counterbalanced by a positive 
desire to many straight 

Thertj is a recognbted procedure in courtship, in which 
either the man or the woman may take the initiative. The 
gir] may send a gift of tobacco to a boy through her mate, 
djaiindjarru, Bulagil, who finally eloped with her tribal 
son-in-law p was said to have done this. If the man is agreeable 
he will keep the tobacco and later make a similar ^t, and 
this continues until a meeting is arranged and the two have 
an affair. There is also love magic, with which I shall deal 
later^ that of the men being different from the type practised 

^ I>r_ Wamixr mcnticdiJ thmt Rnncmg th* Maitigifi ■' a prtipa maniage 

oTv^rred b?cciq!i? & man and that tbey hav^ a 

Tight to each otter sibc* thcit rdAttoiulilp liAi destiBJedi them to muriABe . 
M.F.A.M., Awat. An^., nj.p 1930, p- 255. 
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by the women. The latter have very defbiite ideas as to 
what are the desirable qualities in a husband or a lover. 
They include a gcxid physique, an elegant coiffure, bodily 
adornment, and prowess in dancing and hunting. The 
appearance of some of the young men visiting the tribe 
used to arouse even the middle-aged and soberly married 
to overt admiration and enthusiasm. 

Dr. Warner would seesm to imply that in the Mumgin 
** there is always an unconscious desire and frequently a 
conscious desire ' to keep the gurratu straight' " Each 

individual feels it his right rather than his duty to keep 
his part of the system functioning, hence the proper 
functioning of the whole." * In the Kimherleys a djambm 
man will say ; " I got to marry nangeri: that one straight 
fellow belonga me.” But it is open to doubt whether this 
is sheer altruism on his part, or that when it comes to his 
own ftarticular case, a heightened sense of duty is involved. 
The position is somewhat analogous to the declining birth¬ 
rate in our own community. Everyone is quite ready to 
assert that it should be arrested, but when they have 
dutdren it is probably not for the perpetuation of the race, 
but for persoi^ reasons, or the inescapable facts of nature. 
Marriage in the Kimberle 3 /s springs from economic, sexual, 
and social motives. The system is a lawful means by which 
he fulhls certain needs of his existence, rather than a 
delicately articulated and symmetrical structure which is 
to be preserved iirespective of its adaptation to anything 
so mundane as the satisfaction of daily wants. 

Dr, Warner makes a s imila r point when discussing the 
reluctance of the girl's relatives to countenance her 
separation from her husband. " The necessity of keeping 
a woman with her husband to protect the kin^ip structure 
of Mumgin society is thus clearly felt by all people, including 
the members of her own family and clan whose structure 
has been damaged by her going to a new family and dan.” * 

’ W, L. Wajimr, op, dt.. p. 2I2. 

* IbW . p-255. 

* liUm, M.F.A.U., ArtUT^ Autk., xxdii. o.*., 1931, p. 17S. 
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In all such statements there is the danger of eliminating or 
ignoring tJie native's penchant for tlie concrete situation, 
bis tendency to think with reference to particular cases 
and individuals and the immediate and personal antagonisms 
likely to result. Another point that may be made in regard 
to his question of the disruption of the kinship structure, 
is the frequency in the Northern Territory and in the 
Kimberleys of alternate marriages which necessitate a 
readjustment of kinship terms; yet such unions are not 
merely condoned but are also in the latter region sanctioned 
by m 3 rth and custom. 


Polygamy 

So far we have postulated that the native attitude townrds 
his kinship system is a practical rather than an aesthetic or 
altruistic one. How far then does it serve bis needs r how 
far does he adapt it to his puqioses in daily life ? In East 
and South Kimberley there is an altematc type of marriage 
and therefore the number of women available as wives is 
potentially greater. On the other hand, unfortunately, 
there is a numerical predominance of men over women.* 
and the practice of polygyny limits the choice still further. 
Miss McConnel for the Wikmunkan tribe states that " the 
sharing of the burden of pregnancy, child-rearing and food- 
gathering is one of the benehts of polygamy. . . , This 
custom is an economic necessity. ... A woman left to her 
own devices cannot possibly be a mate to her husband, 
bear, rear and carry babies and young children, collect food 
and firewood and prepare the ^ily meals Yet in the 
Kimberleys the majority of women perform all these 
functions without the aid of a co-wife. Nor does the writer 
give any information on the proportion of polygamous to 
monogamous unions, nor the number of unmarried men 
and women in the camp. 

Dr. Warner for the Mumgin declares that " polygamy is 
a decided factor in stimulatmg open conflict because of 

* Annuot Metvrtt f«r Auitralia, IflSS, lS37. 

* U. McCoimcl, W.A.T., Oteama. ill, p. 479. 
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the scarcity of women resulting from the consequent intense 
struggle to acquire mates by the younger men The 
Idlling of the young men below twenty-five mabes up the 
balance between men and women.” There were a hundred 
deaths amongst the Mumgin men due to war over the last 
twenty years; " warfare then is one of the mechanisms 
on w^ch polygamy is based. Otherwise the piressnre of 
men looking for wives could not be resisted. . . . Warfare 
is partly responsible for the solid foundations of the kinship 
structure in Mumgin society.'’ ’ But he does not say 
explicitly whether the hundred men were all under twenty- 
five, and whether they already had wives. If they include 
some of the older men then we must take into account the 
deaths amongst the women, some of whom may have been 
speared for a wTong marriage or because they have seen 
ritual objects.* Nor does he give the percentage of poly¬ 
gamous unions: furthermore a hundred deaths over twenty 
years is only five a year, and it is doubtful If this would 
diminish the competition to any appreciable extent. In 
Queensland Dr. Sharp asserts that “the majority of marriages 
are monogamous " and that a man only takes wives who 
are acceptable to the first wife.‘ In 1913, Professor 
Malinowski, on tlje basis of tlie evidence then available, 
concluded that “ polygyny seems to be restricted to the 
older and more infiuential men, and to be rather an exception, 
although it seems to be found in all tribes 
In my own genealogies, I found in a total of 174 unions 
at Moola Bulla in the Lunga territory, that there were 
roughly 150 monogamous unions and twenty-two poly¬ 
gamous or 12'6 per cent of the total. Of these, nineteen 
men had two wives, one had four, and two had five. In 
the Djam tribe, there were 130 monogamous marriages 
and only nine polygamous, i.e. 7*4 per cent of the total. 

^ W*. L. Wnfner. '* UumRui VVaxfaiv,'' Oceania, i, p. 47S'. 

* Ibid., p. 4SI. 

■ Ibid., p. 4*2, 

* Itdd., pp. 4SS’-t€0. 

* t, Sb«ip, S.O.Y.Y., Ouania, iii, ep. 42S--I3d. 

■ B. Malinowiiki. p. 307, 
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The majonty of these were older men, though under 
conditions of white contacts the young stockboys 
occasionally had two wives, their position as employees 
with additional supplies of food, tobacco, clothes, ornaments, 
tools, giving them a wealth and prestige they would not 
otherwise have enjoyed. The whites favoured an early 
marriage, in the hope of keeping them on the station : in 
this respect, they have undermined the authority of the 
headmen, although the latter are still supreme in the 
sphere of ritual life. Actually the possibility of poJyg3myj 
particularly where there are fewer women than men, rests 
in the Lunga tribe, not on the decimation of the males in 
warfare, but on the less spectacular fact that the girls 
many at puberty, and the boys at the age of twenty or 
twenty-five. 

Alternate KiAnatACEs 

So much for polygyny as a limiting factor of choice. Do 
the alternate marriages occur only in isolated cases or 
are they frequent ? The following figures, though only 
approximate, give some indication of the position. 


Typt of 
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at M.B. 
Station 

4t Bedid. 
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40 
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32 
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m 
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Some may be inclined to suggest that the number of 
aJtemate marriages is indicative of the extent of detribaliza- 
tion in these areas. But I found just as many in the first 
and second ascending generations as in the younger 
generation. But this does not apply to the number of 
wrong marriages, and the infringements of tribal law in 
this regard would seem to be due to culture contact. Under 
the heading of urrong tnarriages, I have included unions 
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with m.b.d. (for the Ltuiga alone}, m.m.b.s.d. (with the 
exception of the Lunga), sister, sis.d., mother, daughter or 
f. sister, and wife's mo^er. These were of course all tribal 
relatives. Some of these unions met with a greater degree 
of condemnation than others; for example, that with 
m.m,b.s.d. in the Djaru tribe was not such a serious offence 
as marriage with tribal sister or wife’s mother, where a 
strong avoidance taboo had been broken. 

Such cases, however, occurred less fneqneutly than the 
other types of marriage. These hgures do not include all 
the members of the tribe, but only those with whom T had 
contact and from whom I obtained details of their relatives. 

The large percentage of alternate marriages must give 
pause to those who think to find iu the aboriginal mind 
a faculty which delights in complexity for its own sake and 
which has devised a system to manacle desire and natural 
inclination, .Actually, as Professor Radcliffe-Brown ^ and 
others have stated, it is kinship and not the subsections or 
sections which regulate tnairiage. In certain tribes such 
as the Nyul-Nyul at Beagle Bay, marriage may only occur 
with the m.m.b.d.d,, though the m.b.d. happens to belong 
to the same section. As Professor Elkin had said, sub¬ 
sections so far from increasing complexity, simplify kinship.* 
in that they make more immediate the distinctions between 
the diderent types of cousin mentioned, and facilitate the 
establishment of a relationship with strangers without any 
elaborated retracing of ancestry. 

It is considered right to many into a certain subsection, 
but where there are not sufficient women, young men 
have not been condemned to permanent bachelorhood. 
The alternate marriages are " straight", and in this the 
natives have shown more adaptability and practical wisdom 
than they are usually given credit for. It is ^ubtful whether 
this custom is a recent one, for R. H. Mathews mentioued 
it as early as 1901 for the Margaret, Fitzroy, and Ord River 

^ A, R. RadiUi^e^Brtnrti, S^Q-A-T.^. p. 15 and pp. 27-8. 

■ A. Px ElJcis, Sodid life bjieJ orf the Aii&mlLKii 

Abcing^Ef/' iiip 1^32^, p. lOS. 
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tribes.^ Professors Radeliffe-Brown » and Elkin, Dr. Stanner 
and others have drawn attention to the same phenomena.* 
Alternate marriage is less desirable in native eyes : ” him 
little bit wrong, but him all right. Him straight." And it is 
never confused with marriage into subsections containing 
mother, daughter, father's sister, mother-in-law, sister, etc., 
which am categorically stigmatized as waidji or " wrong 
The main objection is that they involve a dislocation of 
previously existing relationships, and a change of kinship 
terminology. This Is accepted for practical purposes, but 
it is still recognized as being incon^tent with general 
subsection ruling for tribal relatives, and is expressed in 
pidgin-English by the use of the word " half " in conjunction 
with the kinship term. To illustrate from the Lunga tribe, 
The subsections are as follows, the arrows indicating mother- 
child relationship, and the sign = the regular union for 
husband and wife. Kinship terms are given on the following 
page. 


DIASGAIJ^ DIUXCERA 



A djambin man marries a woman of the alternate sub¬ 
section, nagera. Normally he would call her mother, 
noanang, gatyil {m.m.b.s.w. or sis,d.), but she is now his 
aain mother-in-law. half-datHberu, whom he must avoid. 
The point to stress here is that he docs not apply the term 
to all women of her subsection, and he will still call all 
noarti damb^u. Her husband, djuru, formerly dambem to 
djambin, becomes half-^mAfra or wife's father. The male 
dambern is never avoided so strictly as wife's mother, and 
hence the difference Is not so great, as in any case formality 

^ It H. J?, ISO], p. 

' A. It op. p. 61. 

■ A.. P, R l kln , TAj AhmigintMt. pp. 96-7, 
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IS the keynote of the lambda relationship. His own daughter* 
nandjilip wiU according to subsection ruling be his mother, 
yet he will call her ^a:btd, daughter, with no qualification 
of half-jjfl/M. When I suggested this, it was thrust aside 
dedsivdy with : no more half-f|i»/&w/; she own 
belonga me/' The parent-child rdatiooship is an absolute 


gtirad 

rfa:bun 

^tirrgandji 

^a:ta^a 

n^,’djiL 

ba:riy 

ba:ril 

buluyu 

bfduyul 

kangad 

k^ngainy 

dama?tdji 

danutnyil 

ktkt:gi 

noa^^dji 



ymyna 

yu;mban£t 

ffuindiri 

damberu 

lambtra 

kurtdji 

bungadt 

yu:mara 


Kiksrip Teems lE iitE Lukca Texbe 
mother; mother's sister* 

father; father's brother: sonjnts): brother's son. 
father's sister: daughter(m5] i brother's daxighter* 
father's sister i mother's brother's wile* 
mother's brother; father's sister's husband, 
son{w3) ; sis-SH(ws} i dimghterfws); ^.d,(ws}. 
brother {sometimes appliw to m.b.s*; tsis,s,), 
sister {sometimes appli^ to m,b,d-1 Lsm.d,). 
younger brother, 
younger sister, 
elder brother, 
eider sister. 

m-nt ; m.m^sts,; rn^m.b.s.d. i f.f.sLs.d-d. 
m.iTLb.; m,ni^b.s ,£.; fd.sis,d.s, 
m.f, I m.f.b,; m.b.s,: f.sis.sL 
m.f.sis,; m,b,d,; f,sis,d. 

f.f, ; f.lsis.; s,Sv(nis); b.5,s, j s.d.(Tn5)* 
f.m.; f.m,b. ; s.dH(ws); s.s.(ws); sis.s^s, and 

sis,s,d{ms). 
sister's son. 
sister's daughter* 
wife (ms) \ b,w* (m3) . 

hustand(ws] \ sis.h. i w,b.(iiis); m.m.b,d*a* i 

fd.siss^s. 

b.sis.{ws): bHWH(ws)* 

w.m.{ms): d,h,(ws): w,m.b,(tii5) ; sis,d*h,(ms) ; 
h ►iij+b+l'^ws) ► 

w,l(ms }; d h/(ms); w,f,^,{Tn5}; s.w.(iii!Si) j li.f.(ws)* 
h.m.{w5); 5.w,(wsh 
w,in,ni.(ms) i d^d.h.(wsi), 
w.m.f,(ms): d.dA^ms). 


onCp a new relationship has been created and there k no 
need to change a former tie : and the same holds good for 
djambin's own brothers and sisters. Other individuals not 
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coimected by blood will call her by the tenn normally 
linked with her subsection. The importance of the family 
tie is illustrated again in the case where djambin's mother’s 
brotherj djungera, marries a noanang woman. Her daughter 
will be nagera and hence in the appropriate subsection for 
an alternate marriage with djambln. He will not, however, 
can her kangad, m.m.b,s.d„ but damanyil, m,b,d. " She 
own piccaninny belonga ^arrgandji (m.b.). Me not mairy 
that one. Can't call him ^uljfna; no more 
The relationship is traced riot through the woman but 
through the nearest blood relative and Dr. Stanner has 
noted a similar ruling for the Daly River tribes.^ 

This precedence of the parental bond is also seen in the 
case w*here djambin marries nadjeri (tribal m.b.d. and the 
recognised alternate marriage amongst the Djaru), His 
daughter, according to subsection ruling, would be damberu, 
but here again she is This is signiheant if we 

remember tliat marriage with dattibent is the only other 
occasion when this term may be substituted by another. 
The brothers of djambin will still retain the avoidance 
relationship and will not call her half-^ufyiMt as in other 
types of wrong maniage. The habit of avoidance and the 
feeling of shame are not so easily repressed, and in the 
absence of a blood tie or actual marriage cannot be over¬ 
ridden. Similarly the avoidance between brother and sister, 
though not so stringent as that between damberu, is not 
supplanted by a less formal relationship when a man's 
brother marries tribal sister. 

To make this a little less abstract we can take some of the 
instances on which these generalizations have been based. 
Kalban, djakera, head stockboy at Moola Bulla, about 
twenty-five, of good physique, vain, proud of his position 
and always ready to cut a figure before the women, had 
been carrying on an affair with Wolabal about three years 
previously. She was about twenty, round-faced, fat and 
complacent, and given to interfering in the affairs of others. 
She had had then two half-castes, Malgbera, her sister, 
* Wr E. H, D.RxT.fc iii^ p^simu 
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was quieter and altogether under her domination. She 
worked for the whites and provided food for VVolabal, 
who rarely left the camp to search for additional supplies. 
When Kalban and Wolabal were discovered, they were 
beaten by their parents and then ran away to another 
tribe, Kalban had not yet been given a gttnari, the last 
stage of initiation before marriage, and therefore his brother- 
in-law threatened that he would never be able to see one, 
because " too much him bin run alonga litbra This was 
tantamount to a threat of excommunication from the ritual 
life of the horde. However, Kalban persuaded a tribal 
brother at another station to show him his i/uruffa, and he 
finally returned to Moola BuUa, where the marriage was 
accepted. Later he was also given MaJgbera and had two 
children by her. He called hb wives’ parents half-rfiimfeenr 
and half'/uNj^iera, and bis wives called his parents, half- 
kuridji and damberu, the latter being a former term they 
had used. They avoided him, though had he been a father- 
in-law of die right subsection, this would not have occurred. 
1 give here a list of cases taken from genealogies at Moola 
Bulla, which also indicate si milar principles at ivork. 

(i) Laidberin, djuru, married nongala, whose mother had 
died long before and had been in the sister’s daughter 
subsection. He said be called her galyU, sis.d., because she 
was dead, and the kinship terminology was of no practical 
significance. No adjustment was necessary, and in any 
case there was a taboo on her name. 

(a) An interesting wrong marriage between tribal brother 
and sister was that of BarudjU and Wanbierin, She called 
his mother half-A^urt^fft (husband's mother), though 
technically she was tribal mother to her. His father became 
halMumiers, though formerly father. But she still 
called husband’s mother’s brother ifa^rgandp (m.b.). The 
latter had married a woman of the wrong subsection, 
noanang, whom Banidjil could have called ]^ii-goa:^il 
(f.sis,, or m.b.w,), or half-Awrfrfjt (h.m.), but she did 
neither because the principle oI local org^anusation came into 
operation. This woman was half-sister to Barudjil’s mother. 
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since they both belonged to the one horde country, and 
therefore Barudjil called her half-gwra-i {mother). 

(3) The term damheru w’as retained where djambin, 
Dirbagi, had a brother married to nadjeri. The latter already 
had noam and djum children by another hnsband, and 
since they were not own brother’s children, Dirbagi called 
them dambwtt and avoided them. 

{4) The dambttH was waived, however, where Karabai’s 
father's sister had married a man of the alternate subsection 
who had been dambetu to Karabal. Sbe called him half- 
^a:rgandji (m.b.), because they were both very old, and the 
avoidance in such cases tends to lapse. 

{5) Djulail, noam, was married to a man of the alternate 
sttbsection, djangala. Her father-indaw did not become 
half-iawi&ern, because he was already dumh^u, and this 
could not be substituted by a less formal relationship. Her 
own father's sister's son had married a tribal sbter. In 
common with the Ltmga practice, Djulail had called him 
na:djiT} (brother), but she retained the subsection term, 
dameinyil (m.b.d.), for his wife as the relationship was more 
remote. Her husband's sister, nangala, had married 
Djulaili's own mother’s brother, djoalvi. There were three 
terms open for selection, kangad (subsection mlmg}, half- 
goa:‘^il (m.b.w.), or half-martdm (husband’s sister); 
the last was chosen because apparently the tie through the 
husband was felt to be more imm ediate. 

(6) Ludbarir’s sister, nadjeri, married a tribal brother, 
djoalyi, whom she had avoided previously. In any other 
marriage but this or that of djoan {damberu), Ludbarir 
wx)uld have called him half'^u.tniana, but here again the 
avoidance held. In another case, where a man married 
his tribal sister, his own brother still continued to call her 
sbter. They had a child, whom the brother did not call 
sbter's child, but own brother's child or ^ailnd. 

(7} An example of partial adjustment of kinship 
terminology and subsections through two alternate marriages 
was that of Ladjet, nandjili. Her mother was married into 
the alternate subsection, djambin, Her father's sister. 
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nambm, had also manied mto the altemate subsection, 
djakeia. Hence the latter became by marriage and sub¬ 
section, %a:rgattdji (m.b. or f.sis.b.)> Their son, however, 
was djoan. or kof^ainy (dson), by subsection to Ladjcl 
but she called him damendji, or own f ,sts.s. 

(8) Guindjl, djungera, a son of the headman of the 
Djuria horde, had mamed a tribal sbter, nandjili. He called 
her mother, who was nagera, half-damberu and avoided her, 
Nagera herself was married to a djambin man, who could 
have beengdfyt (sis.son). or haii-^arbui^ (father), to Guindji, 
but owing to the affinal situation he be^mc hs 3 }i-lat?tbera. 

(9) Dcragi, djakeia, had a mother’s brothci, djoan, who 
was married wrongly to nangala. She, therefore, did not 
become hzii-goai^il to Deragi, as would be customary In 
other cases, but was still damberu. She had, however, a 
half-caste, nadjeri, before her marriage, whom Deragi called 
wife, because she was not aim m.b.d. His other m.b, 
had married a nandjili, formerly sis.d. to Deragi, but she 
was now called hsii-goai^t, because there had been no 
previous avoidance. 

Numerous other examples could be quoted, but from 
these alone certain principles emerge which are of interest 
to the student of kinship in Australia. In wrong marriages, 
new relationships are created which are at variance with the 
old ; but the individuals concerned are not thereby inflicted 
with multiple personalities, and forced to be three in one 
and one in three. Certainly the new Idnship terms are a 
reminder that an unusual type of marriage has been 
contracted, but it does not seem to be a thorn in the flesh, 
and if it ever were, it has long since been grafted into the 
tissues of daily relationships without much inconvenience. 
The subsection, however, remains fixed. It is always 
determined by the simple expedient of ** throwing away the 
father”, and hence wrong marriages do not affect the 
number of individuals who would belong to a subsection. 
As has been remarked by other writers, the women are the 
pivots of the system and make possible its perpetuation. 
The choice of the woman as the determining factor in the 
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subsection is, I tbinb, closely linked with the recognition 
of the physical tie between her and her child.* The sub¬ 
section is more than a kinship term : it is totemic ; it 
establishes a person’s identity within the community; 
and. therefore, where kinship terms alter after an iiregular 
union, the subsections have the e£fect of stabUi2ing such 
changes and maintaining the equilibrium of relationship 
within the whole group. 

The kinship terms, since they refer first and foremost to 
relationships within the family, tend to reflect more closely 
any change in its constitution. In the event of a wrong 
marriage, three families are affected, that of the man, the 
girl, and their own once children are bom. The adjustments 
are based on the realities of the situation within these groups, 
unless there has been previous avoidance and feelings of 
shame are involved. An example of their pragmatic approach 
to kinship ts that of a man who had a mother’s brother whom 
he had never seen and who was living about three hundred 
miles away. The mother’s brother had married wrongly. 
Ego was an intelligent person and had had no hesitation 
in giving me the kinship terms in other wrong marriages, 
but he did not know what he would call his m.b.w. I, 
having a knowledge of the general principles, suggested 
first the kinship term associated with her subsection which 
would have been m.b.d.; then half-gottr^ff (m.b.w.), 
to which he replied petulantly: ” me no savvy, me na 
more bin see Aim,** It was illuminating because it showed 
that unless he bad been confronted with the actual situation 
in which decision had to be made and an adjustment effected, 
he was not sure of the term he would employ. Actually, if 
the other genealogies were any guide at all, he would 
probably have called her half-goa.'gti. But to leturn to 
the main point. Outside these limits of the family and own 
affinal relatives, kinship terms are less closely linked with 
behaviour and individuals are not thrust as a rule into 

* P^feaacr Elkin liu nuuio & EimiJar comment ; It U oswliLted with 
the bettef in tbfl inbeiitajice qI the body from the nxitber—mot bum thi» 
father—and with thciiinpoitnjiceof the caothEj's brother in native thcKight^'* 
Oaawia, ii, 325 . 
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intimate association with one another. Therefore, the new 
marri^e has not changed the sitoation materially for them, 
and the old kinship terms are retained, the change being 
made with a minimum of repetousston throughout the 
group. 


Principles op the Adjustment of Kinship Tehminology 
We may generaitae to this extent: blood ties and the 
marital relationship take precedence over all others*; 
the principle of avoidance is next in importance, and 
otit^de these limits is never overridden, unless both 
individuals are very old. 

The third principle to w'hicb the subsections offer no 
due, is that of local organization to which I have already 
referred in Chapter IL Members of the mother's horde are 
regarded as mothers, or mother’s brothers: and those 
belonging to the father’s horde arc fathers or father's 
sisters,* Marriages apparently may occur within the horde, 

> One mtcRstiDg fact emijrges in a compariBcm of the Lnnga and Diam 
types of martia^. In the Lui^ tribe, m.b-d.. damanyU it 

L natives aive in explanatton tbo 

dwen^ between mother and ■noUien brother: '* Him own 

^rgaHdji, gitra.'l—tmti leDow got 'em 
to Era), Piio(e$$or Elidn boa meaetted that the 
of the term aiater fer ni,b,d, or f.«*,<!. may reOect a prohibition oE 

lip with Ftofesror I^cliSe-Brown’a theory that mother's 
brother Is rametimea thought of as a male " mother " and lather'a 
Jj^r M a female ” lather^ (vfdr S.O^.T,, p. KM). In tte 

(father), and her danghler a also called sister. Distant m,b.d. and f sis d 
costein^ term damanyil. In the Djam tribe. 

m-b d . I never heard thlj relativ; 
n;icr^ to u »3U!T. Sbfl wai i^wayft 6^™ fna.b.d.J, ud this mav he 
^ela^ With tto ^tematft marrisge into that anbieclliid, Frof^r 
E^n, in hia iiopu^hed held *]» suggiRtBd the same eaplanation. 
«wi my unErmfli it. hewevtr^ a nutnlm t)f 

trj™ tribe wbich are el the Lynga. alt^male 

type. 01 H4 ragi^ uiiinM^ twelve wen? Alternate anarrinffe# eifliteea 
^ten^te kind, and twelve were wnm^ Itia posible 
that tiiey may corae to accept thrL^nvi 
® Ltiflja Ihemwlvea had forty-one oltemAie morriaiiL 

Md ojdy ^ire of th7£ja« t™. In the Wetoeri. who have 

Lwogv them were ody throe, and In the Kunian only four. 

■ I^f^ Elhm alM romarka that: "There is a tendimcy moro 
ifLi. hlS!S* “ others ... to Rgaid all the n^ben 

S ^ ^ *Wtude 
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but the only instances T had of this (four from Moola BuUa 
and two from Bedford) were dubious. They were given me 
by persons whose parents or grandparents were dead, 
and 1 did not meet with one case of intra-horde marriage 
in the younger generation or amongst those with whom 
I had personal contact. Moreover, there is the special term 
ft^m^ra for mother's country as distinct from that for 
father's— dam, a usage that points to different horde 
countries for the parents. Of course, if this nduig from local 
organization were tarried out consistenily* then a man 
could never have a dambera in his cwn country. Certainly 
I never met with an instance. However, the converse of 
this principle does not apply in general practice, namely, 
that a man has no brothers or sisters outside his own or his 
mother's sister's hordes^ Therefore, local organization does 
not dictate kinship in all cases. Where it does operate, it is 
probably felt that the closeness of a bond between a man 
and his country creates an intimate relation between himself 
and other individuals who are members of it also. This 
may point to exogamous marriages outside the horde 
previously, possibly before the adoption of subsections, 
for I cDiild not detect in the numerous genealogies which 
I took, any tendency for the hordes to he divided up 
amongst the fathcr-^son subsections as has been suggested 
by Professor Elkin. ^ 

Native Reactions to Adultery and Wrong 
Marriages 

So far we have enumerated cases of alternate and wrong 
marriages^ but their one claim to flesh and blood reahty 
is that we have given them a local habitation and a name. 
We have seen that the sj^stem is essentially elastic, and it is 
adapted to daily life—a fact which is not altogether 
astounding if we accept the proposition that in the first 
place it was evolved in response to a complex set of needs. 
It cannot, thereforej be regarded as a nemesis that the 
natives have brought upon themselves; as a mechanism 
i A, P. Elkld, p. 9S. 
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which, designed primarily to control and satisfy desires 
within the Imits of enviromnent and society, has ended 
by dom^ting existence and destroying the of 

satisfaction. In one sense it is more rigid than onr own 
system, but we must remember that the less complex 
character of aboriginal society enables us to see more 
dearly the icsWctions imposed on the individual, whereas 
in our own society they tend to be camouilaged to a certain 
extent by an overt cult of individuality, and such tags 
as liberty, freedom and equality. 

But what is the attitude of the cotnmunity towards 
these mairisges which we have only studied from the view¬ 
point of adjustments in terminology. Are the women 
prunartly the upholders of the moral law, the unwilling 
Contract, or do they contravene it, even take 
the initiative and condone its infringement ? We have 
already seen that one of the main emphases in the culture 
is the establishment of unions between individuals of the 
correct relationship. The majority abide by this, and 
amongst the Lunga out of 238 unions at Moola Bulla, 
198 fulfilled these conditions, that is, 837 per cent. The 
same held good of members of the tribe at Bedford. In the 
Wolmeri the percentage was even higher, bring 95 5 per cent. 
In the Kunian, it was 91*6 per cent, in the DJam 807 per 
cent,, and in the Punaba^ 74 per cent.* 

The attitt^de of society towards wrong marriages that 
had occurred two or mor^^ years previously was not one of 
brooding antagonism, though occasionally they might be 

^ J betwMn the numUz flf uaians 

the ertent of dctnbduation, tlndqeh it wocild be diGEq^t to Drove 
in tbe praeot iiutainn!. Certaidy the Wolmerf ewmed to have 

suaoiig the men and WQCLm, In 
i*. ^difficult to obtain much from the women, thmieh 

th* *^^3™- PrtlScSSOr Klliln 

?i? *iiio*ie»t the ucbcD tribes {S.O.KJ>., p, 324), hut 

J wUccted genealhgwa froiD 17 todividutUi with J2l unitm in aa iid it 
«nip^ti«il!y hr these and the hcadmeii that they bad ever 
^McUow. PunohA living nw the Kyigiina Tribe who havn 

^ with tl*Mctioiia; but thuoe 
at Broolcing Starien m the heart of the tenitoiy were often tn doubt 
^nrtbertd^, the ^naba atnte they originaUjTciuDe fhnn tbt north 
and moved eouth after thn lljabu ttiw becude virtually extinct. 
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resurrected in an argument out of personal tnaUce or seif 
justification, Wolamban, djungerap an elderly maiip had 
married a woman gl the wrong subsection^ nadjeri (tribal 
daughter)^ and had a daughter by her, noani. He wished 
to talce another wife, who was also m the wrong subsection, 
this nandjiti and tribal sister to him^ As a r^ult his 
wife instituted an economic boycott and refused to bring 
in any vegetable food for him. He retaliated by not giving 
her any meat ; whereupon she left him and went to her 
brother. That night a heated argument broke out between 
the tw^o camps w^hich were about thirty yards apart. 
Nadjeri tackled nandjiii> saying : " You two fellow go sleep. 
You nangala you straight fellow* eb I And then lest her 
sarcasm should not find its mark, ** You not nangala-—you 
nandjUi." To which nadjeri retorted : '“You not straight 
fellow—you nadjeri/^ 

Bunil, who w^s sitting near by and considered herself a 
virtuous woman, a guardian of morality and like ail such 
given to gossip and interference, now interjected with a 
remark to djungera: 

'' You not djangala ** (correct husband for nandjili)i " you 
not djakera (correct spouse for nadjeri) r You djungera. 
Then nandjili cut in with a ; ** not my faulti I no bin want 
him. Him bin come alonga me hist time/* Then the 
daughter^ ncjaru* leapt into the argument with, “ ’W-Tiy yon 
no bin feed 'em nadjeri. You no more bin get 'em straight 
fellow now^ I can't call you ^aibuy (father) you not djakera ; 
I got to call you dam^ndji (m.b.s.)." Actually, of course, 
they called one another father and daughter. The other 
women began to laugh at his discomfiture, and he went off 
with what dignity he could muster to another camp farther 
down the creek. 

Where the marriage has been established for some years 
it excites little comment ^ and the partners to it exhibit no 
shame when taxed with it. The Earudjil* whom we mentioned 
in case (a), had run away from her first husband because 
he was too old, and had married her tribal brother. WTien 
I pretended to be shocked, she giggled and said : " I can't 
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find 'em djakera (manifestly untrue here), I got to many 
djoaJyi," and giggled again. The men were just as unrepent¬ 
ant, and would say, " me bin get wrong mamage from 
moon'*; and then, if asked for a further explanation, would 
recount to me the myth of bow the moon, djuru, had tried 
to marry his mother-in-law, nambin, and had been attacked 
by the infuriated woman and her mates. In revenge he 
had said, *' I shall die now, but I shall come back in five days. 
But when you die, you will not come back/' This, according 
to the natives, was the origin of death and wrong marriage, 
“ We got to follow that one moon,’' they would say with 
a gnn, and pervert what should serve as a warning against 
the infringement of tribal Jaw into a sanction for their own 
behaviour. 

Women in thiae matters are ready to laugh at their own 
delinquencies, gossip about those of others and as a rule 
condone laxity unless they happen to be near relatives, 
when they showed some shame andembairassment. But even 
then they accepted it like the others once the disputes had 
been thrashed out. While at Bedford camp, I was fortunate 
enough to see an elopement tietween a ivoman and her tribal 
son-in-law, whom she should have been avoiding assiduously. 
The camp was aroused one morning by the discovery that 
she. Bulagil, nagera, had left her rightful husband, djoalyi, 
and fled with her djangala lover. Noanang, her mother, 
wailed, struck her head, and beat Bulagil's co-wives, accusing 
them of having aided the runaways. Over and over again 
she lamented; " I can't call that one djoalyi; I got to 
call him djangala.” The whole moral enormity of the 
situation was crystalliaed in those terms for the old woman 
and the bystanders. Later in the evening, djoalyi returned 
to his camp, found it deserted and demanded an explanation 
from me. When it was volunteered somewhat haltingly, 
he carefully curbed his anger, and pushed me behind a tree 
out of harm's way with a : " You stop there ; me make'em 
big row : chuck 'em boomerang, spear." He proceeded to 
make it, beat his other two wives ajtd his mother-in-law 
whom he should not have touched, and threw spears at 
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the men. accusing them of coimiving in the affair. The 
result was that public opinion, which outwardly at least bad 
unconditionally condemned Bulagil, began to veer round, 
and before the week was oat the general view was; " Oh 
well, what else can the man expect when he goes away and 
leaves three wives behind, if he is not careful he will lose 
the other two." Spasmodic attempts were made to track 
the guilty pair, but they had gone to another station about 
too miles to the south-west, and they were still there when 
I left six months later. General opinion has been alternately 
shocked and titillated by the event. It gave the men who 
prided themselves on their own strength of mind and well- 
ordered households an opportunity to air their views on 
the treatment of wives. One of the most belligerent of 
these was nothing if not submissive, however, in the actual 
presence of his wife ; handed over tobacco to her without a 
demur; and when she became restle^ and wished to 
return to her own country to visit her mother, he picked 
up his spears and went. The situation was more complex 
for those closely related to the culprits. Here shame, moral 
indignation, and, on the part of the mother at least, genuine 
grief conflicted. The husband's attitude was more difficult 
to analyse. Probably his affections had been wounded; 
but a greater blow had been struck at his vanity, and he 
sought compensation in outbursts of biusteririig rage which 
guttered out into idle threats of what be would do if he ever 
caught his wife and her lover. Furthermore, he bad lost a 
good economic partner in Bulagil. and this was probably 
another potent cause of bis natural resentment.^ 

Even the headmen had taken wrong wives. Dalbundji, 
djangeri, of the Djuiia horde had married a nagera w'oman ; 
Djulin who was djoaJyi and headman of another horde had 
married noaru and had had three children by her. But such 
unions had not affected their prestige nor the bases of their 
authority; and when Djulin's brother-in-law, Kalban, 
went and did Likewise, he was quite ready to punish him. 
At Bedford, Malbuiir, a noanang woman, sbter to the 

* Qnotod irom my awa articlt S.M.ICT,, Oetania, vit, pp. 454-6. 
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headman and in mouming for her brother, carried out in¬ 
crease oeremomes for iily-roots and yams, bnt before and 
after this, she was having an affair with a tribal brother^ thus 
performing rites on which economic existence was believed 
to depend and infringing tribal ]aw at the same time. 
In fact those who are the guardians of tribal Jaw frequently 
break it, though it is doubtful if they are using their position 
as a cloak for this. 

As far as I could see, authority was vested in the family 
group in such matters; whilst that of the headman was 
associated with the conduct of ritual life. This is an 
important distinction, because if the women are excluded 
from many religious ceremonies, it does necessarily place 
them at a disadvantage in other secular spheres and in 
marital relationships. For the man, the position is different, 
because, as we have seen, DiulLn tried to prevent his 
brother-in-Iawj Xalbarip from taking any further part in 
the secrets of the By this means an older relative 

may be able to bring pressure to bear on a man in his marital 
life, but the woman has nothing to lose and therefore her 
exclusion from such ceremoni^ is an advantage in this 
instance at least. 

Exchange of Gifts at Mar^oace 

Once the union is accepted, the man makes the customary 
gilts to the parents of the girl, though in this region the 
exchanges are not so elaborate as those described by 
Dr* Stanner for the Daly River* where several feasts— ku^— 
are given by the man to her parents and her relatives after 
two children have been born.^ The exchanges in Kimberley 
cannot altogether be identified with the African bride-price, 
nor with a business transaction. The point is a relevant 
one here, because of its bearing on the rights exercised by 
the husband over the wife^ which have yet to be discussedi 
If we find that the woman claims similar privilegeSp then 
these gifts cannot be regarded as a purchase. 

^ W. E* H. StanD^r, C.E,M.M., iv, p, et seq. 
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First of all they set a sea] on the union, distinguish it 
from a casual liaison, give the man the right to take his 
wife away to his horde country, and to claim any childr^ 
that are bom as his own. Soon after betrothal, the first 
gifts are made—^hair-belts, pearl-shell, spears, axes, formerly 
dog-tail fringes, necklaces of bamboo, boomerangs and 
dilly-bags. It is important to note that the mother of the 
girl receives a share of these, and that she will pass some of 
them on to her parents and Iter brothers. The father does 
not reap all the benefit* and the w*oman would seem to 
exercise equal rights over her child. The husband continues 
to make these presents together with game as long as he is 
married to the girl. They are handed over through the 
medium of his wife, since he cannot approach her parents 
directly. The gifts are reciprocated in kind, but the balance 
is in favour of her parents. They are performed with a 
characteristic lack of effusiveness, and the onlooker would 
be unlikely to guess their importance in main t aining sociaj 
relationships. These gifts define the status of the man as 
the future husband of the woman, and some of the bitterest 
disputes occurred when another man attempted to many 
the girL When this happens the parents do ail they can to 
compel her to marry the rightful suitor, but they are not 
always successful, even where the father is a headman. 
It is significant that the natives themselves never use the 
word sell ” or to " buy " in this connection, though they 
employ it in regard to the other exchanges which resemble 
the merbok of the Daly River. 

There would seem to be a definite element of compensation 
present, as expressed in the phrase : " Me bin catch daughter 
from damhmt ; me got to give ’em spear, boomerang." 
Tlie woman is taken away from her kindred, but I do not 
think the gifts are regarded as a compensation to the horde 
for a temporary loss of a member, since it is the girl's parents 
who mainly benefit. In their absence, m.m., m.f„ m.m.b, 
receive them and are held responsibie for the union. It is 
doubtful if Dr. Warner's remarks on the Mumgin would 
apply to the Lunga and other Kimberley tribes. He 
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speaks of " the family and dan whose structure has been 
damaged by her ^the woman) going to another family 
and clan,^ 

In the Lunga, the bond with nelativies and country 
still persists after maniage, and it is questionable whether 
she is really an economic loss, particularly if marriage is not 
permitted within the horde in any case. Moreover, her 
people secure the alliance oi individuals in another horde, 
the right to visit them, and possibly additional partners in 
the leqinan {merboh) exchangi^. These latter advantages 
also hold good for the man and his relatives. 

More important, I think, is the emotional wrench that 
her departure entails. A woman separated from her daughter 
or discussiiig the maniage ceremony often says ; " Me sorry 
belonga him and when the Ngadi women prepare a girl 
at puberty, they said they would cry because she must 
leave them soon. The mother is often reluctant to hand over 
her daughter to her future husband, tends to side with her 
if she runs away; and in one case to my knowledge, refused 
to allow a man to take her away, although he had been 
making presents for a year, and had asked for her three 
times. He said she was "hard-feliow ”, but the other 
women were more sympathetic and declared : " She sorry 
fellow alonga piccaninny: no more want to lose ‘etn/’ * 
There is no mistaking the joy experienced when a mother 
meets her daughter after a long absence, and for weeks 
beforehand, she frequently refers with pleasure to the 
impending visit. The daughter herself often travels fifty 
miles or more to see her mother. 

These exchanges then, seem to be a compensation for 
the emotional loss Utat her marriage entails on the one hand, 
and a recognition of her value on the other, though this 
latter was never explicitly stated. But in justification of 
this, there are the facts that she is an economic asset, a legal 

» W. L. Warwr Amrr. AiOknp., 1931, p, 175. 

* l^afHsar itailcLLfiD-Browii tiKatioDi that the pawnal bood bctiiwi 
a child, even a aoa, the znoLber is rcgaitl^ va ctxongftr that 
bctwccii A child Aikd the ^ther/*^ op. cil., p. 
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sexual partner, the bearer of his children,' and that he 
somedmes has difiBculty in securing a wife. He rardy sends 
her away unless he has another wife. But this is not to say 
that the man secures a monopoly of her services, without 
being expected to reciprocate in turn. He simply acquires 
the right to be her husband. 

In Africa, the bride-price may be said to legalize the 
marriage and legitimatize the children that are bom from 
it. Certainly it performs a similar function in the Kimberley 
tribes, but I never heard the expression that occurs so 
frequently in the literature of the Central Congo, that the 
father thereby acquires "ownership*' of the children, 
1 doubt if the natives regard the gifts as compensation to 
the group for the children lost to it. They inherit their 
father's country and the right to participate in certain 
horde ceremonies, but the relationships with the mother's 
group are retained and emphasized, as opposed to the view 
that the society is purely patrilineal. 

* PTsfe^r RadcUne-Brorqri alito nupbasixegi that '* quite apart froni 
tlic (question ol children, a mnn without a wifcr Ia in an uasatiAfactDry 
poflltiOQ aincc ha him no one td j^up^y him regularly with vegetable foodi 
to pruvidfs has hjwrood, and sp on \ idm, op, uit, p. 103. 


CHAPTER VI 


RIGHTS AND DUTIES OF WOMEN IN MARRIAGE 

The anthropologist works on genealogies, sifts and winnows 
data, delves into the technicalities of adjustments in kinship 
temiinology and discovers principles. In the process, the 
day-to-day existence in the camp with its play of 
temperament, the foraging for food, the discussions of 
scandal that are rarely virulent and generally tolerant, 
the moments of excitement and tension—all these tend to 
recede into the remote background. The dust and heat 
of native life are replaced by the somewhat sterile 
atmosphere, precision, order, and cloistral quiet of the 
laboratory. Natives are graduaDy denuded of their humanity 
as the anthropologist strives to cut to the bone of truth; 
vital personalities are reduced to skeletons to give an almost 
diagrammatic representation of the principles enunciated. 
Unfortnnately the attempt to explain occupies more time 
and space than the bare description. It is one of the penalties 
that the scientist has to pay that he cannot take statements 
at their face value, but must endlessly seek to burrow to 
their inner significance. In so doing he is likely to be 
plunged into a bottomless pit of analysis and never touch 
reality again. 

In the camp, married men and women are going about 
their work, often oblivious of the fact that a casual phrase 
of theirs is seized upon with avidity, sublimated into a 
principle, and developed into a theory. One woman sits 
idly gossiping with her sister and mentions a (mmb of wild- 
honey she intends to collect the next day. Beside her, the 
husband sleeps, ^med wth the red ochre with which he 
had decorated himself for a conoboree the night before. 
He wakes, demands some of the tea which had been brewed 
about three hours previously, and strolls off to where a 
group of men are sitting under a tree. Near by another 
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womaj] plays with her bahy daughter, repeating the words 
she utters again and again. Another woman, fat and good^ 
tempered, squats by her diminutive husband and teaches 
him to spin hair-thread. He is dumsy; she teases him and 
finally takes it away. In another camp, a man has returned 
from the bunt and is grumbling because his wife has not 
brought in suf&dent lily-roots: she retorts angrily that they 
were all that she could find. Fifty feet away another man is 
lying with his head in his wife’s lap, while she plucks the 
whiskers out of his chin. 

In such a group it is almost impossible to distinguish 
by behaviour alone those women who outraged their 
relatives by eloping with a man of the wrong subsection, 
and those, who as young girls, were handed over to their 
husbands and have remained with them ever since. How 
far the duties of marriage were accepted wilHngly in the 
one case, or involved hardship in the other, is a matter of 
conjecture; but some idea of the changes that marri^o 
entails can be inferred by a comparison of the young girls 
living with their parents, those who are residing temporarily 
with their future husbands, and those who have been 
married for some years and are away irom their own horde 
territories. 

Patrilocal Residence 

As we have already seen, discipline is at a minimum 
during childhood, apart from the fact that a girl may have 
little or no voice in the selection of a husband. If this has 
been arranged in infancy, then she may have camped with 
him from time to time, and is already familiar with his 
habits and temperament when she has to leave her parents 
after puberty. Perhaps one of the fundamental alterations 
in her life is that she must go to her husband's country; 
but it may happen under present conditions that he is 
■working for whites in her own horde-country and therefore 
the wrench is not so great. There were fourteen cases of 
this at Moola Bulla; it is also possible that his horde- 
country may adjoin hers, and that she may be within a 
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short day's journey of her relatives. This is not to say that 
she sinks all claims to her horde-country or that the husband 
is exerting axhitraiy rights over his wife as a movable piece 
of property, so to speak. Patrilocal resideiicc is based on 
economic, social, and religious factors. Professor Bladdiffe- 
Brown in discussing the horde in Australia has stated that 
it is *' the primary land-owning or land-holding group. 
The woman at marriage leaves her horde and joins that of 
her husband,.,, The horde as an existing group at any 
moment consists of (i) male members of all ages whose 
fathers and father’s fathers belonged to the horde, 
{2) unmarried girls who are sisters or daughters or son's 
daughters of the male members. (3) married women, all 
of whom in some regions, and most of whom in others, 
belonged originally to other hordes and have become 
attached to the horde by mamge He seems to imply 
in this statement that the women actually adopt the hordes 
of their husband and therefore bis territory as their own. 
If this is so. then it would not apply to the Forrest River, 
East and South Kimberley tribes. The same writer is more 
correct when he makes the point that, '* the woman seems 
to have retained something of her rights to her country." ■ 
In my own region, the women move about in their husbands' 
territories, forage for food, come to know the sacred sites 
Md Stones for increase ceremonies; but they do not regard 
it as their own, though they exerdse most of the privileges 
of membeisbip. The term horde as used in this book 
refers specifically to the patrilineal group of men and women 
who own a stretch of territory, though some of them may 
be living elsewhere. 

Baddiffe-Brown has cited as one of the reasons 
for patrilineal descent, thatin his adaptation to a somewhat 
unfavourable environment the Australjan native has to 
rely on accumulated detailed knowledge of the animals and 
plants be uses for food and for other purposes, A most im¬ 
portant part of this knowledge is topographical, i.e, consists 

* A. H. Badctife-Brown, S.O.A.T., Oi^ania, Moo. I p 45 

• J(frtii.T.T.W.A., p, t47. 
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of the detailed knowledge of a certain piece of cotmtiy.. * - 
If he left his own country, say at marriage, this knowledge 
would be lost and he would have to start all over again to 
leam aU that he would require to know about the country 
to which he moved The issue raised here by Professor 
Radclifle-Brown is not simply the function of patrilineal 
descent as opposed to matrUlnGal descent, since in the event 
of the latter, a man would be able to pass on his knowledge 
to his sister’s son. Professor RaddUIe'Brown has himself 
referred to the possibility of a man leaving his country at 
marriage, and the problem is thus the probable economic 
effects of matrilocd residence combined with patrilineal 
descent of the horde-country. 

Now if we approach the question of the Aborigine’s 
adaptation to a limited set of environmental conditions, 
we find that a man frequently lives and hunts in the horde- 
countcies of his mother, his mother's mother, bis father's 
mother, his daughter’s husband, his brother's wife, and his 
own wife. Dr. Stanner, in his material for the Daly River, 
has shown that the hordes temporarily camp in one another's 
territories, and Dr. Warner reports the same thing for the 
Mumgin.* Moreover, since ecological conditions are similar 
throughout the Kimberleys, it is improbable that a man 
could not support himself oatside his own territory. 
Three men who accompanied me on an expedition beyond 
the Lyne River were strangers to that region, and yet were 
able to provide sufficient game for themselves and their 
wives, as well as to distribute the rest in accordance with 
kinship obligations. Actually patrilocal residence combined 
with patrilineal descent of the horde-country may offer 
^eater hardships for a woman, since the man mainly hunts 
kangaroo or w:^aby, and it is a matter of following their 
tracks, and knowing something of the lie of the country-— 
a knowledge that he could acquire in a relatively short 
period. But for the woman the greater variety of foodstuffs 
she gathers, and the intimate knowledge of soil and vegetation 

> I Jem, S.O.A.T.. p. 107. 

* W* L, W&rotif, A Biack pp, (39, 143^ 3S9. 
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required, wouid seem on the face of it to necessitate a 
longer periocl of adaptation. If economics were a pre¬ 
dominant factor there would be more to toe said for niatri]cx:al 
residence. 

More important are the ritual factors, for each territory 
possesses its increase spots, its sacred stones and 
corroborees associated with the totemic ancestors, who 
journeyed through tJie country in the Time Long Past^ 
And whereas knowledge of the kangaroo is interchangeable 
throughout these regions, the particular myths and 
ceremonies are unique and completely specialist, in so far 
as a man's lineage binds him to sacred sites in a particular 
territory. A man develops a possessive attitude towards 
his horde-country p because it was his fa therms and his father's 
father's before him. Members of the one horde constitute 
a loose kinship unit as we have already shown. If, of course, 
residence w^ere matrilocal, then links with one's kindred 
w*ould be ^vered. What is even more important is the 
fact that increase ceremonies can only be carried out by 
members of the horde, or the old women ivho are wives of 
the headmen. The totemic coiroborees can only be performed 
by members of the horde. Now, if a man were to live 
permanently m the horde of his wifcp he would be cut off 
from active participation in the coiroborees which he has 
inherited from his father. He docs attend ceremonies 
elsewhere^ but as an onlooker and not as a dancer. Now. 
this factor would not operate to the same extent for a woman, 
and theieforep a removal from her country^ though it means 
the partial severing of social and intimate ties, has not the 
same cons^uences in the religious sphere.^ 

Interesting in this respect is the problem why a horde 
living on tho border of the desert does not attempt the 
conquest of a more fertile region either within the same tribe 
(as could happen amongst the Wolmeri), or else that of 
another tribe. What lies at the bottom of this respect for 
others^ rights; why this reluctance to leave one's own 

^ Profea^ Elkin in ^ usirsiiign 

Actors whwJi bind a tnan t& hi, borde^antTy. Vi4t pp. SI&-7. 
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territory except to seek employinent under the whites ? 
Land-hunger has so often served as an excuse in Europe 
and elsewhere to occupy territory of one's more favoured 
neighbours, that it is perhaps difficult to underetand the 
Aborigine's hesitation or rather refusal to do likewise, 
I think the answer is to be found in the ritual sphere, 
Totemism interpenetiates the whole of social life : through 
his totems and the belief in the totemic ancestors of the 
Time Long Past, a man is bound by spiritnal ties to his 
country apart from economic considerations. This is further 
reflected in the fact that the increase ceremonies on which 
existence is felt to depend are performed by the members 
of the horde. A stranger in the country cannot approach 
these sites without exposing himself to the risk of sickness, 
unless he has been subjected to a special rite under the aus¬ 
pices of the headman. Even then he would not have the 
power to control the increase in the species. For much the 
same reasons, be must not hunt kangaroo in alien territory 
for three days. He may be given meat by the ’’ owners " 
of the country, and he will probably bring a gift of game with 
him- Permission to camp must be received from the head¬ 
man. So that if the horde took up residence permanently 
in another district after first driving out the possessors of it, 
they would leave behind their country in which the stones 
and other natural features vouched for the truth of the 
myths confirming their ownership and the right to perform 
certain corroborecs and increase ceremonies given them by 
the totemic ancestors^ Earlier writers have commented 
on this absence of a desire to acquire new territories by 
conquest, and Dr, Warner has said that among the Mumgin 
■' land is not outside the dan, but is an integral part of it. .. . 
The names of the country, the names of the weUs, the list 
of totems as well as the names of the mythological ancestors 

' Proffcaacr Elkin ^ hawiiver^ liu inaitiocLed that & tribe hadi 

died ont, oDothcr tribe Xakit posseauas of the dmertad territory. 
Bat until a mythuluCT fTowj up, or is tiusplBiiiled, liukiug dw Eul^ratiiig 
gruup to Its new tirih^ hotne, it re^saitB itesli aa a sojoamer only, for the 
tme tribcU home is the territory in ifbicli the old--tiine mythicnl tribal, 
h«ue 9 or ancestors trivclled and p^ormed ticploita and 
rituiiU Vidt TJu AmirsUitm p. 36. 
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all form fundamental parts of Han unity We can, 
therefore, say in summary that over a strip of territory 
a patrilineal group exercises weU-delined rights, which are 
guarded and enforced by the headman. The ties are based 
on factors of an economic, kinship, and ritual character. 
The body of totemic myth not only strengthens tliese, but 
provides a legal and religious charter for la nd tenure in these 
tribes. 

This has represented something of a digression into land 
tenure, but one that at the same time reveals the basis for 
patrilocal residence. From this point of view, the latter 
does not, therefore, indicate an arbitary authority over the 
woman, but a choice between two alternatives, in w'hich 
ritual associations would seem to take precedence over all 
others. The husband in consultation with bis wife decides 
when to shift camp, but this again is largely dictated by the 
whereabouts of food and the movements of others in the 
group. She, moreover, visits her own country from time to 
time, either alone, with her husband, or some other relative, 
and it is fdt that she has a right to do so, ! know of one 
case where a man was reluctant to leave an inter-tribal 
gathering, but finally gave in to hU wife's desire to go and 
see her mother.* 

Affinal Relatives 

As far as specific changes are concerned, it may happen 
that she has dose relatives in the new horde, or that others 
are known to her. In any case, since behaviour is determined 
largely by kinship status, first contacts are eased, for the 
normative pattern of conduct does not vary within the 
tribe, and very tittle outside it in this region. She is aided 
by her mother-in-law and sisters-in-law; but here again 
there is no question of the elder woman interfering in the 
domestic arrangements of husband and wife, nor of the 
younger girl fetching and carrying for her. She is not made to 

I W. L, j 4 Blaek Civi/irafMm, p. 

■ Dr. IrVanur notm that in the Manigm m youn|[ wife may be ociccnnr- 
poniMl by l brnthcr bs protection and he in turn will be oained by tiu 
hutband who eote ^ father to him. M.FJJ.K.. 
ie30,p24h 
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feel an outsider—'an appendage of her husband’s group. 
Moreover, there are aU the other women who have married 
into the horde and who occupy a position similar to herself. 
In fact, horde " clannislmeas ” only becomes markedly 
evident at inter-tribal meetings, when hordes may be lined 
up on opposite sides of the arena i even then a man may 
fight by the side of his mother's relative and against his 
own horde. In daily life it is the immediate family and 
affinal relatives who matter, 

But if her relationships with her relatives-in-Iaw are 
friendly, has she, in escaping from the tutelage of her 
family, found a harsher and more exacting one under her 
husband ? With the economic pcsition we have already 
dealt, the conclusion being that although she provides the 
bulk of the staple diet, yet a very real co-operation exists 
between them. He is expected to make his contribution, 
and he does not direct her activities as has sometimes been 
maintained. She is the keeper of the hearth, gatherer of 
firewood, bearer of his burdens (and her own), which are 
not of a numerous nature. She has, moreover, the right to 
her own property such as kulamon, billies, handkerchiefs, 
axe, knife, dilly-bags and fighting-stick ; and in the event 
of a quarrel she takes these with her. At death those articles 
which are not destroyed are distributed to her relatives, 
his having no lien upon them. The husband is the protector 
as a rule, but she takes his part in the arguments at the 
inter-horde meetings. The women would urge the men to 
fight on such occasions; they delighted in the excitement 
and carried on their own private disputes on the side-lines 
so to speak. II a husband looked as though he were getting 
the worst of it, the wife might rush in regardless of her own 
danger, and either wrest the spears and boomerangs from 
him, or else bodUy drag him, reluctant and still struggling, 
off the field of battle. On one occasion when 1 was present, 
one woman received a wire spear through her foot for her 
pains. There is a very definite sentiment of loyalty present 
between husband and wife, where either becomes involved 
in a dispute with other people. 
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The Exercise of Authority 

The problem of authority cannot be discussed apart 
from the particular spheres in which it is exercised—those of 
residence, econoinics, property, sex, and children. Such 
statements as the husband has almost complete authority, 
are meaningless, tinless we are ready to assume that the 
wife has no recognised rights at all. In the absence of a 
written code of law, it is difficult sometimes to make a 
distinction between the legal mvestiturc of power in the 
man and that wielded by him in practice. Evidence must 
be based on statements made by men and women on the one 
band, and the extent to which both are able to establish 
the validity of their assertions successfully and with one 
section of the community behind them on the other, ill- 
treatment and a beating cannot be immediately assumed to 
be the sign-manual of authority, unless we are under the 
impression that we are dealing with a race of sadists and 
masochists. A further examination might reveal the fact that 
they were the penalties inflicted only on an occasion of 
non-fulfilment of the duties with which we have already 
become familiar. Earlier writers/ though prejudiced in 
many ways, nevertheless admitted that the husband might 
not put his wife to death without active revenge being 
taken by her relatives; but they considered the standard 
of treatment meted out to her a very low one. They failed, 
however, as a rule to analyse in detail the situations Ukely 
to provoke uxorial anger, and tended to regard them simply 
as instances of a display of male despotism, I, personally, 
have seen too many women attack their husbands witli a 
tomahawk or even their own boomerangs, to feel that they 
are invariably the victims of jll-ticatment. A man may 
perhaps try to beat bis wife if she has not brought in 
sufficient food, hut I never saw a wife stand by in submission 
to receive punishment for her culpable conduct. In the 
quarrel she might even strike the first blow, and if she 

1 PnilcsMc suma np the wUcr material ea fellotra : " 

{the wife) waa entirel j Ui bis bands, ud be might iU-trMt her, provided 

he did QDt kill her." p. 77^ 


DUTIES OF WOMEN IN MARRIAGE 143 

were de^ly in danger of being seriously hurt, then one of 
the bystanders might intervene* in fact, always did within 
my experience. Such disputes owing to the separation of 
the sexes during the greater part of the day, generaJly took 
place in the camp, and since the country was comparatively 
fertile,^ a number of people would be living together* and, 
therefore, she was not without protectton that might 
otherwise have lacked in the desezi regions, where husband 
and wife may be isolated.^ Ultiinately, the man's superior 
physical strength tells in such a struggle, but then most 
probably she will pack up her goods and chattels and move 
to the camp of a relative, perhaps even her sister-in-law, 
till the loss of an economic partner, someone to fetch 
firewood and water* and carry his burdens* brings the man 
to his senses* and he attempts a reconciliation. Such 
economic sanctions* based on her mdispensabUity* are more 
effective in her hands than in those of the League of Nations. 
The point to stress is not only her great importance in 
economics, but also her power to utUiae this to her own 
advantage in other spheres of marital life^ If wc are io 
speak of authority at all, it most be defined not only in 
terms of his privileges on the one hand* but also by hers 
on the other—in short, by those reciprocal rights and duties 
that are recognized to be inherent in marriage. The wider 
question of tribal authority will be dealt with later. 

Sexual Ricnti 

In the sphere of sex* mutual fidelity was demanded* 
and there was no question of the husband^s laxities being 
condoned. Both guarded their rights jealously, though it 
was said that if a woman reported to her husband that she 
had been seduced against her will* reprisals would only be 
taken against the man- How^ever, in the quarrels that I 
witnessed, the husband's suspicions had been aroused first* 

* MallDGwski, in discBssimg this question of ayttwrity, hfis 

mggeated Uiat ainm singk families Lived in ccnaddenble uulation . . ^ 
it waald b« difficiilt to a$siitdc any iDterventioa from CHibdde in iBAttera 
of fmnily life op. cit., p. 7^- But tMs wuuM, oX coui^, nat refer to the 
more fertUi- ports of tiie continoiit wb^re larger camps am tlie rule. 


144 ABORIGINAL WOM!\N 

and the woman's assertions of her innocence were not 
heeded* But the woman geneially had ready her counter¬ 
charge of infidelity on his part. If, however, she has run 
away with her lover, he might pursue her with his brothers 
and mother's brothers, fight the man, beat his wife, and 
return with her to the camp. On the other hand, if he 
were unsuccessful in Ws pursuit, the matter was postponed 
to the next inter-tribal meeting. If the woman and her 
lover had doubts about the issue, they would not put in an 
appearance; if some time had elapsed then they would 
come with the people who bad given them sanctuary, camp 
with them till the disputes were held in the " ring-place " 
when a formal charge would be made and possibly a few 
weapons thrown. Compensation was arranged and the 
lover kept the woman. Women, on their side, were equally 
tenacious of their rights, and if the husband persisted in 
his infidelity, they might leave him permanently. There was 
the instance of Barudjil and Wanbierin who were tribal 
brother and sister. They were a most devoted couple when 
1 arrived, yet they quarrelled five months later, and she 
accused him of going with another woman who lived twenty 
miles away. 

Barudjil, in the heat of the argument, picked up his 
boomerang, banged him, then grabbed a tomahawk to 
enforce her point and pummelled him with the blunt edge 
on his arms and shoulders, till the situation became 
dangeroms, and an old man wrested it from her. Wanbierin 
rolled up his swag and departed, hurling obscenities and an 
occasional boomerang at her, which she avoided easily, 
but which came unpleasantly near where I was standing 
diligently making notes. Alter a temporary reconciliation 
she again made the same accusation of i^delity, and left him 
for good. Two months later, she had found another husband, 
and Wanbierin was living with the other girl. It should be 
mentioned that her parents and his tried to bring pressure 
to bear upon them, l^ause of the Ul-feding and disturbance 
that resulted in the camp, and because of the severing of an 
established rektionship, which, however, in the beginning 
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had been strictly contrary to tribal law. But no force was 
used to send the girl back to bim, and it was felt that he 
was in the wrong. 

Another instance was Yudubein at Forrest River, who 
had had lour husbands and bad helped the second to kill the 
first. Her last was going with another woman, whom 
Yudubein attacked. But together they were a match for 
her, and Yudubein emerged with a gashed head and foot. 
She left him, and even when his mistress, who was known 
to be a prostitute, deserted him, she refused to return and 
finally married her fifth husband. 

With the whole system of magic by which a woman 
obtains new lovers, or inflicts sickness upon her unfaithful 
spouse and bis mbtress, I shall deal later. At the same time, 
a woman, also either out of cynicism ori realism, takes 
measures to insure her husband’s fidelity during his absence 
or when she must camp apart during menstruation. 

While the man is away, his relatives and hers arc supposed 
to see that she remains faithful. They remoustiate if they 
discover anything to arouse their suspicions, and report 
it to her husband, but they do not take physical measures 
against her. When BulagU ran away, her husband returned 
and accused his relatives of conniving with her. "You know 
she not single feUow ; why you no bin stop him f You bin 
help him.” The last charge alienated any sympathy he 
had received, A girl does not invariably have all her 
relatives against her in an iUidt affair. Wungeuil bad found 
a confidante in her mother—a tacit if not open supporter. 
But her husband's mother's brother and husband’s brother 
did all they could to protect the husband's rights since he 
had been sent away to a leprosarium in Derby, on the coast. 
In the end she had her way and married the man. 

Most of the discussions at an inter-tribal meeting were 
concerned with such illicit aflairs, though the issues had 
generally been thrashed out beforehand in the camp between 
husband, wife, and lover. For instance, at Violet Valley in 
the North Lunga country, a " ring-place ’’ was held for the 
initiation of a boy; but previous to the operation, the 
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eastern hordes lined np oji the eastern side of the arena or 
" ring ", as the natives term it in pidgin-English. There 
they waited for the western Lunga and the Wula who had 
been camped about seventeen rmles distant. The latter 
came to the pool about a mile away, the men runnirtg on 
ahead, the women following more leisurely with the children 
and dogs. They sat down thankfully in the shade, and went 
to fetch water and temporarily were impervious to the eflorts 
of the men to gain their admiration for the figures they 
were cutting in their war-paint. The men made a fire, 
placed green branches upon it, and leaned over the smoke 
as a means of securing magical protection against wounds. 
They rubbed themselves all over with some of the leaves and 
stuck them into their hair-belts ; the women did likewise, 
rince they take a minor part in the fights on the edge of the 
" ring ". The men who belonged to the eastern hordes 
went on ahead to join their countrymen. The rest slept or 
talked, for it was midday, and the heat rose in shimmering 
waves from the earth. About tliree hours later, the men 
moved off, running together with their spears raised, 
pausing to shout and to clash the shafts together. Some of 
the women ran in front, waving green branches and urging 
them to fight well. In such moments they were infected 
with the belligerency of the men, and were potential warriors 
in spirit at least. 

Finally all reached the '* ring " and took up their position 
at its western end. A number of women from the opposing 
groups embraced and wept together for the joy of meeting 
after a long separation ; others wailed and tried to gash 
their heads in mourning for a relative recently dead. 
Shgbtly to one side the headmen w'ere talking quietly, 
directing operations, commanding that there were to be no 
deaths as a result of the disputes. A man who had lost his 
son a few months previously accused another of practising 
sorcery; he ran the length of the arena, fitting his spear 
into his spear-thrower, feinting to tlnow it, prancing up 
and down before the other hordes, and finally returning 
without further action. The proceedings bad the formality 
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of a medieval tournament and provided much the same 
opportunity for a display of aggresson and prowess. The 
acctised, after a pause p approached his accuser^ denied the 
charges, threatened him with his spear, and ran back to 
his own group. Then the husband of Bulagil (see pp. 128-29) 
charged her tribal mother's brother with having committed 
adultery with her some months ago. He was supported 
by his brother. Actually* the resurrection of her other 
inhdelities seemed* on the face of it, to be irrelevant as 
she was already lost to her husband and was a hundred 
miles away- The mother's brother probably received 
some of the enmity that her husband would willingly have 
directed towards her present lover. Of course the accused 
indignantly repudiated the charge and hurled his spear; 
the husband retaliated^ but no wounds w^ere inflicted on 
either party. 

In the meantime, Bulagil^s mother was attacked by her 
sister, on the score that she had not prevented the dope- 
ment, though actually she had been more grief^stricketi 
than anyone else at the time, and had wailed night after 
night in the camp, till the others, whtse rest was bomg 
disturbed, told her to be quiet- Another woman attacked 
her brother's former wife for living with another man. 
They both carried fighting-'Sticks and wielded them 
effectively, till one cracked and the woman had to go off 
and borrow another. Abuse was bandied backwards and 
forwards, and there was much floxtrishing of the stick m 
the face of the opponent. Then the women. In the midst 
of their quarrel, remembered a mutual relative who had 
died; both dropped their weapons and wept together. 
Another warrior had begun to growl because his sister's 
daughter's daughter was married to a man of the wrong 
subsection. Since the marriage was now accepted, however, 
he demanded from the busband*s mother's father the 
customary gifts that should pass from the husband's group 
to the bride's relatives. 

Amongst the others, fresh grievances had been brought 
to light. A small bantam of a man, djangala, was leaping 
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up and down in anger before djtmgera who tovrered above 
him, and who bad taken the nandjili woman whom we 
have already mentioned in the argument betw'cen djungera 
and his former wife (see p. 127}. Djangda asserted that 
nandjUi had been promised to him by his brother before 
be died, and that djungera bad stolen her and had also 
committed a breach of tribal law by marrying his tribal 
sister. " You have seen the genitals of your sister/’ was 
the acensation ; whereupon djungera angrily retorted that 
she had been promised to him, and clinched his statement 
with a boomerang, which was returned by djangala, and 
followed immediately by a wire-spear. During this dispute, 
djangala's wife, who was fat, short, but immensely energetic, 
was cartyitig on an argument with the guilty nandjili, and 
punctuating her remarks with a fighting-stick. Finally, 
they were separated by a tribal father when it seemed as 
though both would be severely hurt. Amongst the men, 
djoa]3d, brother to djungera’s former wife, now came 
forward in defence of his sister and wanted to know why 
djungera had not fed her, and why he had taken another 
woman of the wrong subsection. By this time, most of 
the men with any grievances were inv*olved in an exchange 
of weapons, and the headman of the wfestem hordes 
intervened and declared the fighting must cease, particularly 
as some of them had to decorate themselves for a conoboree, 
which was to be performed that night. Djangaia was still 
sasring to djungera : " Nandjili bdonga me : me own 
brother belonga dead fellow; you bin have ’em wrong 
one, noaru, nadjeri; you not ' straight' "—all of which 
did not seem to induce any shame at all in djungera. The 
mother's mother’s brother of the w'oman who had married 
wrongly was left in the " ring " demanding tea from the 
mother's father of her husband; the women went off to 
make their fires and to fetch water: the rest of the men 
massed together, dashed their spear-shafts, and ran off to 
the edge of the creek, to make their preparations for the 
dance. The headman to whom I ivas talking said " all 
good friends now "; and certainly the disputes that had 
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been raised were not brought forward at another fight two 
days Iater» 

Such discussions probably provide one of the most 
valuable sources of material op the attitudes and comments 
of all parties, the number of illicit unions, the camp's 
reception of them, the rfiles of men and women and of 
various relatives. Certainly such a settlement lacks the 
formality of legal proceedings for a divorce in our own 
community, the setting up of a jury, prosecutors for defence 
and plaintiA. It lacks the embodiment of justice in an 
official with the power to regulate the marital affairs of 
individuals of w^hom he may have no intimate knowledge. 
In this primitive society, relatives in the beginning would 
be interested in effecting a reconciliation if possible, since 
a legal union had been severed, and perhaps another 
contracted that under any circumstances would be contrary 
to marriage law. The men may help the husband to bring 
back the runaway wife. Certainly, they are held r^ponsibte ; 
but beyond the initial effort to prevent the liaison or elope* 
ment, to remonstrate with the culprits and to help the 
husband, they themselves do not en masse inflict physical 
punishment on the woman, nor cany her forcibly hack 
to her husband’s camp. If the headman intervenes at all, 
it is not in bis official capacity, but as a blood or affinal 
relative. Authority, when wielded, is in the hands of those 
who are closely connected with the indi viduals, and who have 
a more comprehensive knowledge of the facts of the situation. 

Ultimately it rested with the husband to convince his 
wife that it was in her own interests to remain faithful at 
least for the time being ; or if she had mn away and returned 
to him, that it was to her advantage to remain with him. 
If he failed and she left him again, as a rule he accepted 
the inevitable, though he would resurrect the matter at 
the next inter*tiibal meeting, when the two, if they judged 
it expedient, would arrive with the horde with whom they 
had been sta3dng. 

There were no crude oonceptions of inalienable rights 
over a piece of human property, of an irrevocable contract 
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irrespective of difficulties, incompatibility, laziness, and 
infidelity. If the husband took steps to regain bis wife, 
it was becaiise he had lost a valuable partner : and thfa 
in turn demanded from him a measure of fair treatment, 
a reciprocity oi the duties which were an inherent element 
in any stable marriage within this culture. If then the 
defined rights and obligations iu marriage lacked the sanction 
of a religious sacrament, at least in the event of their non- 
fulfilment, there were no further complications and 
impediment to divorce on the grounds that the tie was 
indissoluble and holy, however unhappy the relationship. 
If the man and the woman had to deal with a complex 
of divergent claims, at least they were of a practical kind, and 
were settled in terms of the pragmatic factors in the situation. 

As a rule, a dedsioii was made imunediately or soou 
alter the discovery of a liaison; and unless the w'oman 
was fundamentally dissatisfied with her husband, because 
of his cruelty, infidelity, or laziness (in which case she 
would have the support of her relatives), or was really 
in love with the other man, a reconciliation would be 
effected. If she ran away for good, then a compensation 
would be arrauged later, in which the new husband would 
pay over spears and boomerangs to the old one. After 
six months or a year, the formal indictment would be 
made at the " ring-place when the husband and wife 
would not fight together, but it would be a question of 
man against man, whilst the woman coped with her ex- 
husband's female relatives. In this respect, It was quite 
distinct from the usual camp-brawl. 

The position was not altered materially. What satisfaction 
then did it afford the husband ? There was no denying 
the pleasure he took beforehand in the prospect of the 
fight: he would declare aggressively and proudly; " Me 
make ’em row alonga lubra," Often his vanity ^ much 
as anything had been injured, as I discovered when 1 
tactlessly but deliberately asked a man why his wife had 
run away. 1 received a glare for my pains, and the angry 
s tatement: " Me no savvy ; me no more bin beat him ; 
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me bin catch ’em plenty kaJigartM; no more bin sulk, 
growl alonga him." The ring-place gives such a man the 
Opportunity to state publicly that his rights have bren 
inlringed: to make his accusations, and literally drive 
home his argument with the point of his spear. It is an 
opportunity to regain his self-respect by dedaring that his 
opponent has acted wrongly: to play a spectacular part, 
to adopt aggnessiye attitudes, and to reinstate himself in 
his own estimation by cutting a warlike Certainly 

the culprits did not register the appropriate degree of 
shame. They vigorously asserted the purity of their motives, 
and dragged a red herring across the dispute by resurrecting 
irregularities in the life of their aggressor. As in most 
communities, it was left to the relatives to voice moral 
indignation. The net result would seem to be that the 
grievances were properly aired, and the camp was able to 
settle down to a peaceful existence until the next quarrel 

Scandal or resentment, though present, are not permitted, 
or at any rate do not corrode relationships in a subterranean 
fashion for months on end. Sooner or later, it finds an outlet 
and is then dismissed. Moreover, the natives have not 
evolved that perverted form of moral judgment that 
expresses itself in social ostracism. When the new union 
b established there is no drawing together of the righteous 
to exclude the culprits from ordinary social contacts and 
activities. Once the disputes have teen scttl^ publicly, 
the new marriage is accepted de facte t if not dc jure. Gossip 
there will be, but it lacks rancour and exaggerated 
hypocrisy, since all have been at one time or another more 
or less culpable. Furthermore, politeness restrains comment 
in the presence of close relatives.^ But if an occasional 
affair is condoned, the Aborigines distinguish very sharply 
between this and promiscuity. The woman who is 
promiscuous is called by a special term—ftafa-fru ja, and 
is regarded with a good deal of contempt, though generally 
there were only one or two of them in the camp. 

» Dr. FStH note# the same attitvde amoitg the Tj^opana In jbe event 
cf m i i I mj jj ti lftT luiidij uSfl W.C..S.R-, J.R.A.^1.^ ii,s., p- Z4S. 
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But to teium to the considemtioR of the seKual rights 
of a man over bis wife. These must be waived during the 
night following the initiatiDu of a boy, when sexual licence 
is indulged in by aU who have been present at the meeting. 
Among the Wtila and north Lunga, at the conclusion of 
certain cormborees, one woman remains behind to have 
intercsourse with some of the dancers. Sometimes a husband 
may be reluctant to give up his wife, and compulsion will 
be brought to bear upon him by the headman or a close 
elder relative. Here the individual must subordinate his 
claims to the group. The women, from their comments, 
did not seem to be unwilling: they stigmatized the 
recalcitrant husbands as ** stingy ", whilst those who were 
more compliant were praised as " proper good fellows", 
The husband would appear to possess the right to send his 
wife to the group of men who are intent on putting him 
to death for some breach of tribal law. They have inter* 
course with her, and return home without takmg further 
steps against him. Some of the women seemed to regard 
this particular practice with dislike and disgust. However, 
they could not give me a recent case, and as the same 
custom has not been analysed in detail elsewhere, it may 
cither be a sexual ovemght of the husband or else a duty 
of both husband and wife to sacrifice their privili^es, so 
that peace is preserved, and the relatives and the horde 
are not involved in a dispute with another tribe. Dr. Stanner, 
In discussing native attitudes towards the women in the 
Daly River tribes, says that in divorce the " fault is 
invariably construed to be on the woman’s side. In fact, 
the entire psychic relationship of the sexes is one of great 
social si^ficance r there is much distrust, hostility, and 
insinuation of misconduct between them ; jealousy, suspicion 
of infidelity and endl^ quarrelling with and over women 
strike a constant strident note in the dirawttr life; and 
the working of social mechanisms which function to 
subordinate w'Dinen socially (e.g, abduction, sexual licence, 
and certain conventions of love-making) tend to induce 
psychic unrest. Men generally attribute a series of 
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undcsirE^lc (jualitics to wonifin. They ire held to be 
faithless, untrustworthy, sexually insatiable, and talk too 
much But as must be clearly evident from the data 
I have produced, such conclusions could not be applied 
35 they stand to the Kiniberle)?s, apart from a certain 
measure of distrust and charges of misconduct in a few 
cases. We cannot assert that the general sexual licence 
that follows a corrobonee subordinates and degrades the 
woman any more than it does the man | and in love-making 
the woman sometimes takes the initiative, \\^ether or 
not the men regarded the women as sexually insatiable, 

I did not discover; but certainly the charge was made 
against the men, and 1 met with two instances where 
wives had deserted their husbands on this account. Dr. 
Stanner's statement sums up neatly the attitude of the 
men, but can scarcely be said to take into consideration 
that of the women, and therefore only gives one side of 
the picture. 

Affection eexween Husband and Wife 

But at this point it is necessa^ to remove any mis- 
coQceptions that may have crept in during the somewhat 
detailed analysis of sexual rights. From time to ttmei 
the camp would be disturbed by outbursts of quarrelling, 
but it would be wrong to assume that it existed in a 
permanent state of tension and dislrustj in an atmosphere 
of jealousy resembling the conditioi^i for m£tartce> amongst 
the Etebuans. The women did not pass from one extra¬ 
marital affair to another; the majority lived in ^ace 
with their husbands^ and much depended on the individual 
temperament, the degree of assertion and submission. If a 
Woman had an affair and was discovered* then it tcmporanly 
disrupted the union i but where it remained secret* or 
only happened once or twice, it probably did much to 
reconcile her to a marriage with a man who was no longer 
or perhaps never had been sexually attractive to her: it 

^ W. E. Stanaer, D K.T.* Oceania, iv, pp. 15-1 
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pre^nted ^ possible source of cDmpensation for the Jack 
of freedom of ctioice in the first place. 

The natives were rarely demonstrative, but there 
undoubtedly seemed to be present a bond of afiection that 
manifested itself when either husband or wife was in dai^er 
or ilL A man would sit for hours by the side of his sick 
wife, stroking her artUp moving the branches so that they 
cast more shade, and fetching her water. At other times 
they would remain quietly in the camp, apparently content 
with one another's company* An old man would help his 
old and enfeebled wife with her burdens^ and gather firewood 
for her. Both seemed to take pride in the length of time 
they had been married. One woman I knew would say 
with a reminiscent chuckle—" Him bln catch me when me 
piccaninny; me bin stop longp long time alonga him *\ 
Such a wife would not be cast aside because she was sexually 
and economically useless, though if possible he might take 
another wife as w'eU. This raises the question of polygamy. 
As elsewhere, a woman often welcomes an additional 
helper, and in the unions 1 encountered, the co-wives seemed 
to be on excellent terms, particularly w^here they were 
sisters. On the other hand the taboo on sexual intercourse 
during menstruation and pregnancy, the precarious nature 
of the food supplies, made another wife an asset to 
the man^ 


Children 

In discussing the husband's rights, there still remains 
the sphere of his authority over his children. With most 
of these we have already dealt in Chapters II and III, 
but for the saJee of clarity, we can sum them up at this 
point. Children of both sexes inherit their father's horde- 
country and his dream totems ; the boy is also initiated 
into the secret life of the horde, that is, into the cult-totem 
corroborces and the in its possession. On the 

other hand, education and disdpUne during childhood are 
largely in the hands of the mother i they have a right to 
visit her horde ; the tie with her relatives is a close and 
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affectionate one, the mother's brother and mother's mother 
acting as advisers and confidants, whilst the former may 
be sponsor to the boy at his initiation. The mother receives 
a share of the gifts distributed at the circumcision and 
subindsion of her sons, and presents are handed over to 
her by her son-in-law during his marriage to her daughter. 
Some of these she later passes on to her own relatives. She 
has a part in the marriage negotiations of her daughters, 
and in one case to my knowledge, a woman refused to 
allow her younger daughter to camp with her betrothed, 
in spite of his frequent requests. These facts are important, 
because they show that the marriage gifts do not establish 
the man as the absolute owner of his children. The latter 
are bound to the mother's people not only in the sphere 
of kinship, but also in that of economics and local organisa¬ 
tion. Tfiere is little doubt that the presence of children 
makes a marriage more stable, for the occasional divorces 
in the Kimberleys were in the main limited to childless 
couples. Moreover, until the child is able to crawl, sexual 
intercourse is forbidden between the mother and her 
husband; and this, together with the fact that a child is 
rarely out of its mother's arms, limits her opportunities 
for a casual affair and ensures a certain amount of domestic 
peace. The common interests they share in their children 
would seem, on the face of things, to be one of the elements 
which Consolidate the marital relationship. 

Bertrand RusseU has suggested that " the discovery of 
fatherhood led to the subjection of women as the oMy 
means of securing their virtue A man was unwilling 
to assume responsibility for children who were not his 
own. It is a contention that might be supported in^ our 
own Community, but it would be difficult to maintain it 
elsewhere, and it is in any case an over-simplification of 
a number of factors of a different order. However, the 
statement is of interest in that it raises the question of 
whether child-bearing does limit the activities of the 


1 B. RukcII, op. cit, p. Sfi. 
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aboriginal woman ; whether h^r value is assessed statistically 
in terms of the number of chitdien she has reared. 

Dr. Stanner mentioned that in the Daly River tribes, 
■' whether polygjrnous or not, a permanent tinion folio wing 
betrothal does not receive full public sanction until after 
the birth of children.” But the same would not apply 
to the tribes I visited, since as far as I could ascertain, 
there was no distinction made between a childiess marriage 
and one that had been proUfic, In many primitive societies, 
divorce may be instituted on the grounds of impotence or 
sterility, but 1 never met with an instance where a Kimberley 
native separated from his wife for such a reason, though it 
rnay account for polygynous unions in some cases. It is 
a point that has b^ overlooked in Australian ethnography, 
and its investigation might do something to throw light 
on the vexed question of whether the Aborigines do or 
do not recognize physical paternity and maternity. Dr, 
Warner mentioned that the absence of childien may 
be attributed to the punishment inflicted by totemic beings 
for the infringement of taboos during certain cBremonies,* 
but this would still leave the ori^n of banenness in the 
supernatural sphere. In my own tribes, if a husband leams 
that his wife has frequently committed abortion, he may 
be angered and beat her, as happened in the case of Dolowei 
at Forrest River, who had done so five times. Some said that 
the husband actually helped the wife, though generally she 
would see to it herself, or else enlist the aid of another 
woman to pun^mel her belly or place hot stones upon it. 

From the negative point of view, a woman's failure, 
either through physical causes or deliberate choice, to 
identify in herself the functions of wife and mother does 
not aflect the legality of her marriage, nor does it involve 
generally the imposition of punitive sanctions by her 
husband. On the other hand, where she does bear children, 
they do not anchor her the more securely in a position of 
inferiority, nor dreumscribe her activities. As a mother 

* W. E. H. Stanner, op. ts. L 

■ W. L. Warner, A Bla£A Ciuiiw/iaN, p, 13Z. 
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she enjoys some status in the community, not simply 
because she has done her duty by her husband, or provided the 
means of increasing his prestige, but because she can Itterahy 
capitalize her " matema] achievementWhen middle- 
aged, she plays a more authoritative r6le among the women, 
particularly in the ritual sphere as I shall demonstrate 
later. She also makes provision for herself in old age ; there 
were many widowed women living with their married 
daughters and sons. In any case, she receives gifts from 
them once they have reached maturity, and also from their 
affinal relatives, Thioagh their marriage, she acquires 
more intimate relationships with individuals in other 
hordes, together vrith the right to visit them. If she 
experiences some grief and anxiety during the circumcision 
and subincision of her son, at least she is a person of some 
consequence and a recipient of the presents handed over 
to her and her husband by the initiators. Lastly from her 
own point of view, there is the focus of interest that her 
children's activities and lives create for her, as anyone 
can testify who has watched a mother and infant in the 
camp, the pride and possessiveness with which she treats 
it, and the delight of relatives and onlookers alike in the 
performance. 

For the young woman in the community, thc?se are 
probably the aspects of motherhood which are continually 
present within the context of her daily life, and which 
provide compensatious and an incentive sufficiently 
attractive to overcome the preLiminary reluctance to 
endure the discomfort of pregnancy and the pain of delivery. 
They may not, with the exception of the economic, 
explicitly stated by the natives, but they can be deduced 
from behaviour in the camp on varying occasions ■ and 
it is legitimate to assume that they do exert a cumulative 
influence in determining whether a woman will submit to 
the consequences of conception. These are factors vfhich 
form part of the sociological context of childbirth, and it 
is time that more emphasis was placed upon them. We 
cannot assume the existence of a maternal instinct prior 
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to pregnancy or even immediately alter conception, since 
so many aboriginal women resort to abortion. We must 
now rect^se the social conditioning of the motives for 
childbearing, motives which cannot be reduced simply to 
the functioning of an instinct. In the aboriginal community, 
the advantages are of an economic, affective, kinship, 
territoria], and possibly ritual order. 

The women are not viewed collectively as mechanisms 
for the mass production of the species; nor are their 
biological functioDs a means of enforcing their ultimate 
subordination in the sphere of practical affairs. Neither 
do they waive all claims to a voice in the dirKtion of the 
Jives of their offspring. If the husband has secured his 
quiver-full, he has not thereby acquired further weapons 
for the subjugation of his wife, but has actually made his 
contribution to and strengthened her armoury as well. 
So far from reducing the woman to a position of inferiority, 
children are one of the means by which she becomes a 
person of consequence, economically and socially, as defined 
within that culture. One aspect docs remain to be discussed; 
the extent to which her physiological functions are linked 
with her exclusion from the religious ceremonies of the 
men, or whether they are sacralized. This must be taken 
tip later. 

To those without insight Into the aboriginal culture of 
North-West Australb, the kinship system seems to damp 
together individuals in a marital union imspective of incom¬ 
patibility and sexual attraction. Its endniing character is apt 
to be interpreted as the rigidity that arises out of a fixed 
relationship of the autocracy of the ntaJe and the vassalage 
of the female. But in the light of the material presented 
in this book, the bare statements that a man manies his 
m.m.b.d.d., or that he wields the authority, have been 
shown to be an over-sunplificatlon of the facts in one 
case, a misrepresentation in the other. Courtship, polygyny, 
the existence of a marriage into an alternate subsection, 
the persistent opposition of a woman to a marriage that 
is repugnant to her, the ultimate acceptance by the tribe 
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of a wrong marriage—aU tiese reveal a wider play of 
individual factors than was at first evident. The permanency 
of the majority of unions is not rigidity, but stability with 
all its implications of an equilibrium of reciprocal rights 
and duties, of readjustmeuts made on the basis of personality, 
and the degree of individual assertion and submission. 

The stability of aboriginal marriage cannot be understood 
if it is approached negatively in terms of an absence of 
freedom of choice; it must be viewed as a partnership, 
which though it sometimes emerges out of a situation of 
mutual sexual attraction, is ultimately based on the necessity 
of satisfying sexual, economic, procreative, and sodal needs 
dictated by the culture and the environment. Marriage 
brings with it a cextain status, companionship, protection, 
and a settled existence which has the sanction of the 
community. The fulfilment of kinship duties, the presence 
of children, and a more or less constant, or else apparent 
fidelity on both sides contribute to the permanency of 
the union. If there is little freedom of choice in most 
marriages, at least the tie is not an indissoluble one for 
better or lor worse. The Aborigines are not compelled to 
be satisfied with the form of a stable marriage without 
the content that gives it value. It involves co-operation 
in economics, and concessions to the wants, desires, and 
attitudes of the other. Where this is absent, or a temporary 
separation brings no change in unpleasant habits, then the 
tie is severed permanently. Or else one individual may 
fall in love with another, and their passion is sufficiently 
strong to lead to an elopement. Efforts are made to prevent 
this, but where the culprits persist, the new situation, 
involving a change in relation^ ps, is not only reflected 
in the adjustment of kinship terms, in the material compensa¬ 
tion that is effected, but also in the change of attitudes. 
The stability of most unions is not due to the ruthless 
subordination of the female, but to her place m economics 
and procreation, which renders her indispensable, and 
therefore ensures that the man submits to the curtailing 
of his own b'berties when necessary. If the Aborigines 
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follow a prescribed rule of marria^c^ th^ have also brought 
to it a flejdbility of attitude^ a submission to the demands 
of personality and temperament^ a sanity and wisdom in 
the ordering of human lelationships, that only too often 
are absent in other tommunities. 


CHAPTER VII 


THE FUNCTIONS OF WOMEN IN THE LARGER 
SOCIAL GROUPS 

From the vantage point of the anthropologist we have 
been able in the preceding chapters to follow the life of a 
woman from birth to majriage, during which she has 
passed from the more or less untranunelled freedom and 
irresponsibility of childhood to a growing sense of tribal 
values and their relevance to her \ to the gradual assumption 
of adult status: and hnally, to a union which brings her 
economic, sexual, and sod^ satisfaction. As a wife she 
daims certain privileges ; as an individual, her personality 
may be said to take on a greater complexity by reason of 
the extenaon of her activities, her handling of human 
relationships, the adjustments they require of her and her 
appreciation of her own importance. We have till now 
directed our telescope upon those constellations in the 
community which in the main represent the paramount 
influences in her existence. These are the groups constituted 
by kindred, her affnal relatives, and lastly her husband 
and her children. These constellations of relationship, 
however, are not her universe: they are the points of 
radiation for interests in other directions. The situations 
which we have taken also revealed krge groupings as 
impinging on her freedom, defiecting or reinforcing a 
decision, and voicing approval or disapprobation of her 
actions. If we are to make as complete a study as possible 
of the position of a woman in aboriginal culture then it is 
necessary to analyse her functions as a member of these 
groups-—^the economic, kinship, and political organisation, 
the horde and the tribe. Do these wider groupiugs conflict 
with her immediate family ties: do they demand the 
fulfilment of other obligations: do they impose or create 
other loyalties, and what part they play in her daily life ? 

IS] tr 
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When these fjnestions are answered, it should be possible 
to draw together the generalizations already implicit in 
the material presented so far, and to define the rAk of 
wometi in the more mundane ailairs of the community. 
This, however, is not to say that totemism with its ethical 
and religious implications docs not interlock with the social 
organization. It provides some of the sanctions behind 
marriage, the ceremonies of birth, puberty, and death, the 
authority of the old men and women, and the economic 
and loc^ organization. Its importance is, in fact, all- 
pervasivc; and must be considered in its effects on both 
men and 'Women. Mythology, in so far as it has entered 
the discussion at all, has sanctioned the practices that are 
carried out in the present. Therefore one of the most 
adequate and fruitful methods of approach to religion is 
through those modes of life of which It is the sacralization. 
We must study the intangible realm of religious belief 
through the concrete substratum of social and economic 
realities. This enables us to view those ceremonies from 
which the women are excluded with a greater measure of 
perspective than if we had made the rites the starting point 
for our survey. We have established the solid privileges 
and rights tliat the women enjoy not only fmto but 
ds jure in those activities that intimately concern their 
physical, economic, and social welfare. It remains to consider 
their other activities in tlie secular sphere before defining 
their rfile in religion and magic. 

Technology 

The discussion of economics has centred around environ' 
ment, methods of securing food and its distribution within 
the family and wider kinship groups. But there are also 
the questions of the degree of specialization in technology 
and the extent of the exchanges outside those contracted 
through marriage. On the whole, the women make the 
articles which they need for their own purposes—fighting- 
and digging-sticks, dilly-bags, string, paper-bark " swags ", 
and necklaces. The men make spears for fishing, hunting. 
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context^ but the majority come from the south and south¬ 
west. 

From the list of these articles, it is obriotis that apart 
from the manufacture of dilly-bags, beltSp hgliting- and 
digging-sticks, the more skilled crafts are in the hands 
of the meciH DOi, however, Dr. Warner's geuerahzations 
on technology among the Murngiri apply also to the 
Kimberleys ? He claims that the importance of their work 
is reflected in the predominant rdte played by the men in 
the social and religious organization of the tribe, The 
first principle of age-grading, the sexual bifurcation by 
which women are excluded from participation in the toternic 
mysteries, inmiediately l imi ts the female behaviour in the 
society and tends to simplify their personalides. The 
man's social personality, on the contrary, becomes more 
complex by his partidpatiou in the various elaborate age- 
graded rituals. There seems to be considerable evidence 
for a relationship between this and a man^s comparatively 
complex technical behaviour and a woman*s more simple 
type. Mumgin man bandies more complicated tools and 
weapons and uses more complex techniques in making 
and using them than does his female kinswoman ; it is 
one of the theses of this book that a man^a social value is 
correspondingly more important and his place in the rituals 
is partly due to and expresses this fact.^ 

I question whether in the Kimberleys at least, the factor 
of skill is the first link in the chain that ultimately leads 
to the apotheosis of the male in the community: or that 
the women do in fact play a subordinate part in economics, 
because they lack an elaborate technology. In our own 
society, the technicians, the carpenters, and mechanics are 
accredited* however speciously, with less psychological 
complexity than the professional word-mongers, and 
certainly they do not occupy the dominating r6!e that 
argument should secure for them. More within our scope, 
is the relation of technical skill to status and economic 
advantage. But in such a context, technology cannot be 
* W, L. 4 Bkik Civitiiatiom, 6-7. 
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consider^ apart from the pursuits that have necessitated 
the evolution of such weapons as the spear and the 
boomerang, and the efficiency of such objects as a means 
to an end. In evaluating the importance of an article, the 
use to which it is put is a vital question, besides the degree 
of specialization entailed, aesthetic standards, and the 
reputation that accrues from it. In the Kimberleys there 
is htUe specialization and little economic competition, but 
some men enjoy respect as craftsmen and were esteemed 
by their own se^t. The women^s admiration was more 
utilitarian, and went to the successful hunter. Similarly^ as 
far as I could ascertain, the men did not especially commend 
the women work, though the women themselves would 
be generous in their praise of a welJ-designed and woven 
dilly-bag. Workmanship as a rule was appreciated by those 
who were practitioners. 

This is not to say that such articles possessed no worth 
in the eyes of the opposite sex. Many were important 
items in the economic transactions with which 1 shall 
shortly deal. Technical skill may be one of the determinants 
of value, but there are other criteria as well—scarcity of 
raw materials and ultimately the degree of utility are 
deciding factors in a nomadic community, where objects 
cannot be accumulated irrespective of the difficulties of 
transport. Dr. Warner's proposition must also be conridered 
in terms of the general position of women in all aspects of 
economics; the degree to which W'omen's tools and 
ornaments figure in economic exchanges' and finally how 
far the women take part in these. 

The women's implements are effective in satisfying the 
nutritive needs of herself and the men with whom she h 
associated. We have continually stressed the indispensability 
of women in this aspect of tribal economy as a means by 
which she secures privileges, good treatment, and kindness. 
Therefore the technical skill of the men (which as a rule 
is also devoted to utilitarian ends) does not immediately 
imply that their activities in regard to the commissariat 
at least are of greater importance. 
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Besides tliis factor, the source of raw materials may be 
an index to value. The country varies in regard to its 
supplies of timber, deposits of clay and iron oxides, pearl- 
shcU, flint, quartz, and bamboo. Sefx>ndly, the manufacture 
of some implements is mainly confined to certain tribes. 
Pearl-shell of course comes from the v;estem coast together 
with bamboo necklaces ; boomerangs are made in the east 
and south-west. Kidamons, though used everywhere, are 
obtained as a rule from the east; bamboo is cut in the 
hills along the rivers and by the big springs. Clay and 
ochre are traded from the east. European contact has 
added European goods and materials such as glass, sted, 
and doth to the resources of the Aborigine. 

EcoisoMic Exchanges 

Apart from the fulfilment of kinship obligations there 
is a special system of economic transactions resembling 
the Merbok as described by Dr. Stanner for the Daly River,* 
and to a less extent the Kula of the Trobriands. It occurs 
throughout the whole of Kimberley and was first reported 
by Professor Elkin in the north,* The bulha.^ or valuables 
comprise djaguii (pearl-shell), pindjauwindja (oval pearl- 
shell ornaments), kalawadu: (bamboo necklaces), and certain 
types of boomerang, the baTfa-ba^a and djamnga^. These 
always pass from west to east across the Klmberleys. 
Milinyin (shovel spears with shafts of Chinese bamboo), 
•wsttamam (hooked spears), karabri (boomerangs), 
diUy-bags, and pads (red ochre) are handed on from cast 
to west. When the objects form part of the ordinary kinship 

* W, E, Sta^n-ncT, Tbii Kimbirrlcy system 
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exchanges they are not referred to 33 biilbat, and possibly 
have another significance and evoke difienmt attitudes. 

The exchanges involve a chain of partners, both men 
and women,* which if traced would go from the western 
coast east to the N, Territory and would probably link 
up with the Madngella and Mullnk MuUuk. Such a chain 
is called a " road ”, wnitdertij [W'olmeri and Djaru), or 
hafiarndji (Ltmga). The individual will only be able to 
name eight or ten of his partners who belong to the " road ” 
extending to the east and west of his horde; but most 
probably he has never seen and never will see the partners 
at the extreme ends. One’s immediate ufunan {partners) 
are often living in the same horde or in adjoining territories, 
and are usually blood relatives. If the latter are not within 
easy distance, or have not a good reputation as traders, 
then either affinal or classificatory relatives are chosen, 
though of course all three may belong to the one " road 
Marriage may bring others into the exchanges or an inter' 
tribal meeting may provide an opportunity for seeking 
out a new alliance, if the old fs unsatisfactory or has 
fallen into abeyance through the death of some of its 
members. 

A potential partner is often secured for a child by 
conferring on it the name of another individual of the 
same subsection living in another horde or tribe. Such 
namesakes are called itaragu (see p. 5*^) ^>**1 i^ 
the tie is a more intimate one than with others of the same 
subsection, outside the immediate kinship group. It involves 
the sharing of hospitality. Where this develops into a 
utufuiu relationship, it is implemented by more frequent 
contact and the exchange of bwibitr. A imnan is a friend, 
and although in the event of non-fulfihnent of obligations 
he or she becomes a potential sorcerer, the emphasb is 
laid on the more positive aspect of reciprocity and friendship. 

* The Lungo. women play an iinpoTtwt part in exebaoSH. 
the fDlkmug account refera to tbein prinmnlyr Wltethcr it w^^uldi Apply 
id the iajne degree to womeQ of other liibeA in this region 1 cAitaot say. 
Certaiiily they hmd partiurs, byt I did not iAveatigate ttUA ^bJerd tut 
int^Euively as amdog the Lujiga ’where I did a loii^er peiriod cf Bcldwyek, 
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When the name is conferred, the tiaragu sends a shell or a 
boomerang as a sign that the relatianshlp has iiecn accepted, 
or he or she may possibly take the initiative and send word 
together with a gift that he wants his name given to the 
child. All men and women do not have mragtts or wunan. 
and during childhood at least, the exchanges are ejected 
by the parents, till they are of age and the family then acts 
as a unit of wunan against another family group of vunan. 
This often happens where either the mother or the father 
traded with the man before his name was bestowed on their 
child. 

An individual may belong to two or more " roads " and 
is called a " middleman", i.e. one who stands at the 
point of intersection of various trading routes across the 
Kimberleys. It is significant that European employment 
has concentrated most of the natives around the stations 
and missions, and that the bulba: therefore pass from one 
to the other, with perhaps a " middleman " in the bush. 

The butba: are handed over with a typical lack of formality, 
though there may be an injunction—" you no want to 
keep him long time. Send him quick fellow. Let him 
catch ’em up dUly-bag, miltHyin The recipient either 
immediately or a day or two afterwards makes a present 
of wild-honey or flour, partly as some sort of compensation 
and partly as an earnest of good faith. If the wurt^n is 
dilatory in complying with this rule, the butba: is taken 
back and given to the next relative living in the horde 
who happens to belong to the same " road The 
unfortunate ipunan who has no wild-honey is said to merely 
" eye " the butba: and hand it back regretfully. Most of 
the quarrels over exchanges in the camp at Violet Valley 
broke oat over this vexed question of failure to supply 
wild-honey. A fight would result if the disputants were 
men, but the women found their tongues efiective lashes, 
and invariably received satisfaction or retrieved their 
djagitli (shells). The food was eaten by the woman and 
those with whom she chose to share it; a man took the 
opportunity to assemble the men under a tree to sing secret 
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soDg^j uvliile they regaled themselves with the tea or damper 
provided by him. Thus, in a limited way the exchanges 
provide a means for a display of hospitality outside the 
ordinaiy kinship obligations to share food. 

Where bulba: change hands within the horde, possession 
may be limited to a month or less, except where a man or 
a woman has a surplus of djagtdi or pindjauwindja, in 
which case he or she may keep it for a longer period or 
even permanently. Much depends on the type of article 
and its practical value. Thus one woman had accumulated 
three djaguH and several pindjauwindja which she carried 
about in a dilly-bag. She was often asked to show them 
to others, who voiced their admiration and handled them 
rather enviously. She could afford to be more exacting 
with her partners, and more pre^mptory in demanding a 
fulfilment of obligations from them. She was one of those 
who took back her shell because there was no wdld-honey 
or flour forthcoming.’ Ultimately, however, she would 
pass on the shells, whereas a man in her position might 
retain one as a pubic ornament or else bestow it on a boy 
to whom he sto^ as initiator at subincision. As far as I 
saw, a woman did not keep the fliritBjwn or bfx>merangs: 
they would go to her next partner, her husband, son, or 
brother-in-law as the case might be. She might retain 
red ochre, dilly-bags, a kitUtmon or a necklace for a longer 
period, provided she had other articles with w^hich to pay 
her commitments. A set of buUia: that passes from the 
Northern Territory to the coast may be augmented or 
diminished on the way. Debts to one partner on the east 
may be less than those to another on the west. The main 
thing is that within a year the partner should eventually 
receive the equivalent of what he or Mie has given previously. 
If he is dissatbfied, he will grumble until the difference is 

^ h pregnant woman, ur flu* with youDg children caiuiQt eat wiM-hotwy 
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made upp for failure to do so ultimately leads to quarrels 
and the severing of the relationship. 

What are the sanctions that enforce the fuIRIment of 
these obiigatioiis ? An unsatisfactory ^nan scxjn involves 
himself in disputes that may result in the use of sorcery 
agaimt him, and ultimately the loss of his partner* Some 
had a reputation for cheating, more particularly the middle- 
men, who diverted bulhai meant for one road along another. 
On one such occasion, the irate partner declared that he 
would no longer trade with him, and that at the first 
opportimity he was going to visit the man's horde and find 
another in his place. But the generality carry out the 
exchanges fairly, because the profits exceed the dis¬ 
advantages ; prestige, pleasure and pride of possessiou, 
the expectation of future gifts—all are incentives to honest 
dealing. The umnan who incurs a bad name finds it difficult 
to secure another partner and is thus excluded from one 
of the most important aspects of an economy which other¬ 
wise offers little chance of aggrandisement. There were 
three instances at Violet Valley of sickness which was 
attributed to sorcery over htd&ai. The partners who had 
been kept waiting an inordinate length of time caused the 
victims to dream of djagtdi or pindjattwindja ; and since 
these are said to belong to KaUru svho cannot be approached 
with impunity by any but the elders or the"" medicine-man 
illness was the result. Actually the victims were the inter¬ 
mediaries between the " medidne-men" and the real 
culprits who were holding up the exchange. In each case* 
they brought pressure to hear on the guilly partners by 
sending a message stick as a warning ; in each case, the 
shells arrived soon after, and the recovery from the illness 
was attributed to this* It is significant that women may 
practise this type of sorceryp and therefore they are not 
at the mercy of the nnscmpulous; moreover they are 
valued as for reasons to be discussed later- 

European goods have sw'elled the stream of butba^, 
though generally they pass from east to west* Again, 
other articles such as the hooked boomerang-iw%i from 
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the desert were considered to be bidbi^i by some^ and not 
by others. Possiblyp as suggested by Dr. Stanner for the 
Muliuk MuUuk^ they had been sent along the road as an 
experiment to see whether they would be accepted. I was 
not in a position at the time to realize that this might be a 
possible interpretation of the conflicting statements. The 
djaguli is the most valuable of all, for it is os^ as a ptibic 
ornament, is a sign of initiation, and is only obtained on 
the western coast. It was said disparagingly of the eastern 
tribes that they were poor since they had no djaguli 
but must import them from the west. In return for one 
of these they had to give several mittnyin, dilJy-bags^ and 
pieces of red ochre. The following examples provide some 
due to the scale of values in this region. One small djaguli 
brought in two mtlinyin^ three boomerangs, and a dtlly-^bag^ 
A smallish djaguli and three pindjauwindja were given in 
return for two ted doths and five djinad (ordinary shovel 
spears). This provoked a strong protest and the v^nan 
had to give a milinyin as well. On another occasion, one 
djaguli was exchanged for three milinyin*, and another 
time, one large elaborately carved djaguli was given for 
five dilly-bagSp three lumps of red ochre and five milinyin. 

Besides these articles and those which we have mentioned 
as figuring in the exchanges, there are some which are not, 
properly speaking, bulbaz. I refer to l/uruifa and corroborees 
which are often exchanged between wunan. Partidpation 
in the former is of course denied to the women on account 
of their sexp but they did obtain corroborees from their 
own wunan. Thus D/i«ffrgfi, a Lunga woman of Aloola 
Bulla, received from her Djaru mtmn at Flora Valley 
Station a women's secret oorroboree in return for a djaguli 
and a dress. She then taught it to the other Lunga women 
who gave her tea^ dresses, and handkerchiefs^ though she 
continued to direct operations, to enjoy considerable 
authority and prestige, and to retain the right of selling " 
it to her wunan in another horde to the north-west of 
Moola Bulla. 

There are few articles then which are not drawn into 
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these ti^ansactions, more notably the digging-stick and 
pKiper-bark swag^ both of which can be fashioned at a 
moment'JS notice. But it is not simply an exchange of 
objects which can just as well be manufactured within 
the tribe. The btdba: par those which are first 

mentioned when the subject crops up in conversation, are 
the djaguli^pindjauwindja^ waramain, mitinyin, boomerangs,, 
and red ochre. These are the rarer objects and with the 
exception of the last, involve time* labourp and skill in their 
carving. Together with these, an assortment of articles 
are handed which althoij^h desirable^ do not in themselves 
constitute biilba\ or rather would not alone be accepted as 
an adequate return for djagtiH or miUnyin. In the Wohneri 
myth that sanctions this trade it is recounted how the 
totemic ancestors attending the first initiation ceremony 
brought mitinyin for those who had come from the west, 
and received djaguli in return. In the Djani tribe, the 
totemic ancestors such as Crow, Native Companioii, Pelican 
and Jabiroo brought milinyin to other animals and birds, 
and received djaguli for them. 

At the same time, the way of life followed by these 
peoples is against the accumulation of a number of 
possesstonsi and these exchanges permit of the circulation 
of a number of valuables over a distance of 400 miles or 
more. Ultimately they are drawn into daily use by the 
mote affluent wanant but In transit they afford pride> 
prestige, and pleasure to their temporary In this 

particular context, the articles manufactured by the women 
or used by them have a subsidiary importance, but this 
does not mean that the women arc excluded from the 
exchanges or that their activities are limited to a trafficking 
in articles of female utility or workmanship. We have 
already mentioned that women have a right to their own 
property, A w^oman supplements her bulha: by the manu¬ 
facture of dilly-bags. fighting-sticks, necklaces, and hair- 
belts, but these alone would not be suflident. She has 
other sources from which to augment her possessions. She 
receives gifts from her son-in-law, some of which she will 
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hand on to her brother, sister, mother, mother's brother, 
and father; some she may utilize as butba:. Her ramniit- 
ments are small: an occasional gift to a blood relative 
whom she may visit; small gifts to her son-in-law, although 
the balance is always in her favour; assistance of her 
husband in making hair-belts for initiation and mourning 
ceremonies. She is thus able to take an effective part in 
these exchanges not simply as the wife, daughter, or mother 
of a man, but as a wunan. Her partners may be women, 
often they are men. 

As an unmarried girl her possessions are small, a digging- 
stick, dress, ornaments, and dilly-bags—gifts from her 
blood relatives She may already have a wunan if she has 
a fuiragu, or she may belong to the " road *’ of her parents. 
But as her resources are few, her share in the exchanges 
is limited to a short possession of the btdba: in return for 
the usual gift of wild-honey. As a married woman, and 
with the skill acquired with maturity, she continues to 
make articles, to give and receive others and she may be 
drawn into her husband’s " road " or that of his relatives. 
If she bears a son, and he is betrothed, she helps him with 
his first marriage payments till he is married. At his 
initiation she has her share of the objects presented to her 
husband by the initiators j and as the mother, sister, or 
daughter of a deceased man she also receives gifts. As 
the mother of a betrothed daughter she continues to acquire 
presents from her son-in-law during his maiiiage to her 
daughter. She is thus able to play an even more important 
part in the exchanges. Her relationship to her son-in-law 
is not merely one of avoidance and respect on his side, but 
of economic advantage which she utilizes for 
exchanges. 

This is not to say that women are more dominant than 
the men in these exchanges or that they are the pivots of 
the system. The mao is able to manufacture the more 
valuable articles, pearl-shell ornaments, the different types 
of spears and bwmerangs, which possess a greater utility 
for him than for the woman. It is probable that more of 
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the wealth of the tribe passes through his hands, though 
his gifts to his affinal relatives do represent a drain on his 
resources and place him at a disadvantage in this r^pect 
as compared with bis wife. 

Kinship Groups 

The discussion of woman as mttutn has revealed another 
aspect of her activities that fall outside the usual fulhlment 
of obligations and exchanges betw'cen relatives. But we 
have not yet completed an exammation of her functions 
in the other groups which form part of the social organization 
of the tribe. What rights and duties does she assume by 
virtue of her membership of an endogamous moiety, clan, 
horde, or a group of women bearing the same subsection 
name ? 

Subsections 

We have already pointed out that the subsection is 
associated with a totem and that it is deterniined through 
the mother. Where the marriage has been a regular one, 
the patterning of the subsections within the family provides 
the basis for an extensiDn of the kinship terms associated 
with them to other individuals with the same subsection 
names. A boy during his initiation is cared for principally 
by a small group of men who are ^u:rttbaTta and lambera 
to him, and who belong as a rule neither to his own nor 
to his mother's horde. The subsections are the means by 
which the relationship is determined, and hence they assume 
a particular significance for the boy in these first stages 
of his ritual life. They never pby a comparable part in 
the life of a girl up till puberty or even afterwards. And 
neither for the man nor the woman does the situation ever 
arise where all the members of one particular subsection 
in a tribe act together to control affairs or where they 
are in a position to impose their will on the individual. 
There Is no division of loyalties between the subsections; 
there is never an occasion when a man or a woman may 
feel him or herself to be more strongly identified with the 
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interests of all the members of one subsection as opposed 
to those of another^ There is, however, an alignment of 
the subsections into two groups (endog^mous moieties) * 
for the performajice of the corrobonees associated with 
initiation ot the women's love-magic. And the same occura 
in the rainmaldng ceremony in the Wolmeri tribe. Apart 
from these ceremonial functions* however, the moieties have 
no place in the ordinary economic and sodal activities of 
the community* 

Patrilikeal and Matriltneal Principles 

But in the system of kinship groupings are there then 
no occasions in which conflicts may arise ? Much has been 
written on the patiilineal character of Australian trib^^ 
but there is a growing tendency among anthropologists to 
speak of patrilineal and matrilineal principles operating 
in certain aspects of the culture rather than to classify 
society in terms of one or the other. This more subtle 
approach to the subject hinges on the importance attributed 
to the family in the more recent studies of kinship, and the 
recognition that in most societies there is a delicate 
equilibrium maintained between tlie rights of the father 
and his relatives on the one hand, and those of the mother 
and hers on the other. As Professor ftadclifle-Browii has 
expressed it: '' If we gave up applying the terms matrilineal 
and patrilineal to societies and confined them Instead to 
ir^titutions (descent, inheritance, succession) we should 
perhaps think a little more clearly and not let these words 
and the preconceived theories attaching to them prevent 
us from seeing facts as they are/* ■ 

In these north-west Australian tribes something 

^ Oafi wnpiiKs the djftHfiaLm dtuatem, djuni^ and djcAn 

ttubAK^iLs, and the other rooiety coiuiiU oi uid djoaJyi, diakera, 
ixid djitrobiii saitHecUorts. Thia is a fiaad ^oupiiig d tli& aubacctipo^ 
Rco^txed by the utivn of tho WoEmad, Pimba, Ktt niara Djun^ 

Bmd Malngin tribea. 1 have the moiety here to dc^zribe what 
u HKHtiaily a kinship Jlnoe monsber^up detcrmiiied pnnmriiy 

by the subrntion^ whtch m its tarn ii detennlnod by indirect matrUmeal 
deficent. 

■ R, Hfidcltlfe-BroWB, "" A Further Note on Amh ryin '* Afan Iue 
155 ^, p. 52 . jr . . - 
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approaching an equilibriiun has been establishes! between 
these two principles of descent > One may assume more 
importance in certain activities or institutions, but it never 
completely excludes the other. The existence of clans may 
emphasize the distinction between the tw'o and even create 
confiicting interests, but there were none associated with 
totems in the Lunga, Miriwun, Djaru, and Punaba tribes, 
unless we regard the hordes as such. Even so the patrilineal 
principle which determines the inheritance of the land 
does not insulate a man and a woman from contact with 
their mother's relatives. Both have the right to camp, 
hunt, and forage in her country. The affection felt for her 
brothers, sisters, and parents would seem to be just as 
intense as that for the father's kindred. It is reinforced 
by frequent visits, by mutual care, support, and hospitality 
throughout the lifetime of the individual, 

WoireN A?fi> THE Horde 

However, the bond that unites a woman to her own 
horde-country is not simply one of economic over-right; 
it is one of spiritual afi^ation. She can approach the 
increase sites without danger and when old carry out some 
of the ceremonies.^ She belongs to her country almost 
ph3r5icaliy, for when she dies her bon^ will find a final 
resting-pl^e there. But with her countrymen she has less 
continuous contact than her brother, for at marriage she 
goes to reside with her husband. As a married woman 
the opportunities are few when she engages in any concerted 
activity with the rest of her horde. While she is accompanied 
by her husband she camps with him on the side nearest 
his country, though she may spend much of her time during 
the day and the evening with her own relatives. A man 
stands with his father's horde at the ** ling-placc ”, but 
the whole group never launches an indiscriminate attack 

• Tbls is trno ol the River, East anJ Stmth Kimberley tiihee. 

Man y fncreiiK wvre shown ta IOC by wcnacp, BJid ^tJiErs virirc painted 
nut to me by the nwo in th.e jirMenee nf the women, I abo ^vim 
ta understand by Dr. Steiwr tMt there ia no taboo wopunt 

approaching such sites m the DsHy River bdbes. 
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on the members of another horrie. Disputes are limited 
to those who have actually a grievance^ though they may 
be aided by their parents and some of their relatives. 
The women occupied a rather indeterinmate position behind 
their husbands and sons, or else on the outskirts midway 
between the convicting groups. Unless a woman has had 
a quarrel with her husband, ^e looks to him for protection 
and feels herself to be in a large measure identified with 
his interests. 

In the Wolmeri and fil^gin tribes, the men perform 
corroborees associated with the cult-totems, and it seems 
probable that these do intensify the sentiment for the 
horde. But horde-patriotism is not solely dependent on 
participation in organized ooUective ritual. For the ivomen 
take no part in these cult-totem corroborees, and yet have 
a strong sentiment for the horde<ounUy, It would be 
difficult from mere observation alone to discover any 
difference tn the attitude between the men and the women, 
and its relation to the strength of emotional ties. The 
women seemed to be just as desirous as the men, when 
the opportunity offered, of visiting their hord&^ountries, the 
increase sites, and of the totemic ancestors; they 

seemed just as deeply convinced of the economic superiority 
of their territories over all others, including even those of 
their husbands. This sentiment probably springs from 
long residence during childhood, knowledge of economic 
resources, sacred sites, myths, totemic affiliations and 
kinship ties with other individuals who also belong to the 
country. Patriotism, however, had not reached the stage 
when it could be reduced to the formula—^my country 
right or wrong—in any disputes that m^ht arise. Kinship 
ties with the mother carried weight and were a check to 
any militant expression of local sentiment. 

Women and tee Political Organization 

Since women after puberty are in the very great majority 
of cases living away in the territories of their husirands, 
it is inevitable that the conduct of the activities of horde 
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as a group and its rctatioos with other hordes should reside 
in the hands of the men. Thus pattilocal residence is one 
of the most important factors that would militate against, 
if not predude the possibility of women exerting direct 
political control. Affairs must be administered by those 
ou the spot, and since it is the horde and not the tribe 
that is the political unit, the men make the decisions in 
those matters which affect it as a whole. This authority 
is vested in the headman, npera:ity, and the elders, bulga:. 
He, while in possession of his faculties, continues to direct 
operations. There is a tendency for the son eventually to 
succeed h!s father, but this is not invariable, a premium 
being placed on intcUigence and the position achieved in 
the sphere of ritual life. He is assisted by the old men: 
it is an aristocracy, a government by the best, by those 
who are htted for the task by their knowledge, experience, 
and personality, 

In Europe politicai authority by the Government can 
mean so much and so little. In a strongly centralized state 
it may cover a wide range of institutions—the church, 
army, industry, and even the family. On the other hand, 
it may be limited to a relatively narrow sphere, and the 
actual power may be wielded by those who nominally 
stand outside the government. Therefore such a statement 
as the political subordination of the women means little 
nnless we define carefully the type of political organization 
and the extent to which it controls their activities, rights, 
and duties. 

The headman arranges when and where the meetings for 
the deferred mourning ceremonies and initiation will be 
held, and what tribes will be invited to attend. He and 
the elders conduct the proceedings centring around the 
ceremonies and watch over the settlement of disputes at 
the " ring-place ". A boy's initiation sets in train a number 
of events. It is made the occasion for an assembly of hordes 
under the sgis of the headmen ; it provides not only an 
opportunity for the thrashing out of grievances, but also 
for the men to show their prowess as fighters and their 
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skill as dancers. They occupy the centre of the stage except 
for the few moments when a mother receives in the comp 
her son who has been circumcised or subincised ; or when 
she is chief mourner over the bones of the dead. The only 
occasion when the women appear as rivals on the scene is 
after the performance of their own secret corroborces. 
They return to the camp still decorated with red ochre, 
charcoal, and clay; they are awaited by the men; they 
create a certain amount of jealousy and mistrust among 
some of them, and arouse pleasant expectations in others. 
But as the dances have only reached the Lunga recently, 
the women of this tribe apparently had no opportunities 
formerly lor spectacular display as a sex ; and in any case 
they lack the political control to assemble the hordes 
pui^y for the purpose of performing their own rites and 
ceremonies. 

In dealing with cases of murder or the divination of the 
sorcerer and the revenge to be taken, the elders who are 
relatives of the victim assume judicial authority. Once 
the guilt is established, it is they who commission someone 
to avenge the death. But in this the mother’s kindred are 
just as intent on seeing justice done as the brothers, father, 
and father’s father of the dead man or woman. The women, 
though they have no direct part in the infliction of punish¬ 
ment. nevertheless have the right of claiming protection 
and justice, and it is the duty of the male relatives to give 
it. Warfare is prinrarily in the hands of the men. It is 
carried out in retaliation for the death of a relative or the 
theft of a woman from her tribe. It is never the means of 
blazing the way lor the colonization of a territory, the 
development of its economic resources, together with the 
dispossessing of its original inhabitants. 

To sum up; ive can say that the old men had the right 
to assemble the hordes for initiation and mourning 
oeiemoiiies, to conduct the proceedings, and to handle cases of 
sorcery. One of the chief effects of the control wielded by the 
elders is that the men have more opportunities for spectacular 
display as a sex, and their ceremonies call for an organization 
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of the economic social activities of the hordes comprisiiig 

the tribe on a large scale. The women, however, were just 
as anxious to attend the meetings as the men, to renew 
contact with relatives, to see that the boy was initiated 
into the rites by which he might attain manhood, even 
though at the particular moment of separation they 
experienced grief at the thought of the pain he must undergo, 
it is doubtful if the women v^'ere conscious of their political 
subordination as a disadvantage. I never encountered any 
suffragettes, potential or militant; possibly th^ were not 
needed apart from the desirability of a little more publicity 
for feminine pursuits. Certainly it did not undermine their 
status and the rights they enjoyed m other spheres. 

Leadership among the Womeh 

But if patrilocal residence removes the majority of 
women from the centre of political control, this is not to 
say that they have no joint activities of their own, that they 
are imdifferentiated as a group, that they do not wield 
authority in other spheres of secular life, that they have no 
means of making their weight felt either as individuals or 
as a sex. They do not simply squat submissively in the 
camp and congregate dodlely as the singens at the corroboree 
ground. They do not constitute a drab and permanent 
background for the glory of the men. Apart from their 
own dances and rites, with which we shall deal in the chaptets 
on m^c and religion, there are always women of developed 
character who exercise an influence beyond their own 
families, dominate conversation, and direct the secret 
GorroborcK. 

We have already defined the spheres in u'hich the headninn 
has authority and administers the law. But it is necessary 
to draw attention again to the distribution of responsibilities 
throughout the kinship groups comprising both men and 
women. Persons who have not fulfilled their obligations 
contracted in the u/unan exchanges, others who have 
married irregularly or who have engaged in a temporary 
liaison or who seek divorce, do not come before any tribunal 
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presided over by the headman or appointed by him. Such 
matters are settled by the individuals concerned in con¬ 
junction with close male and female relatives. It is important 
to stress that some of the laws are not administered by the 
headman but by the men and women directly involved. 
The kinship groups thus assume functions that in other 
communities are undertaken by a chief or a king. It b a 
point to bear thb in mind in assessing such problems 
the degree of political control vested in the headman and 
elders in these north-west Australian tribes. 

We have seen that the woman rears her children and 
exerts what discipline b necessary. She helps her husband 
to negotiate the marriage of her sons and daughters; she 
intervenes and if possible prevents any illicit aSairs they 
may have. In general she exercises her influence to enforce 
conformity to tribal law. Once, however, the irregular 
marriage is an accepted fact she does not resurrect the 
scandal as a weapon for vituperatioii in any subsequent 
quarrels. She b no rigid authoritarian whose adherence 
to the letter of the law b pennitted to warp her relationships 
with her close kindred or indeed, with odiers. Ultimately, 
tolerance and a desire for peace determine her attitude and 
she will do all in her power to make the marriage of her 
son or daughter a permanent one. 

As the women become older they often assume more 
authority, become more assertive, tender their advice more 
frequently and interfere w'here the activities of any of 
their kindred are likely to run contrary to the tribal law. 
On the other hand, when anger mounts high and threatens 
the peace, even safety of others in the camp, they take the 
initiative in stemming the dbputes and temporarily 
establishing order again. Amidst the shouting, the barking 
of dogs, the voice of an old woman will make itself heard 
above the uproar as she harangues men and women 
impartialty. Such a woman as a rule has had children 
who have married and who have formed relatloDships in 
other hordes. She exchanges bulba:; she has a profounder 
knowledge and interest in mythology than the average 
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person ; she possesses a fund of experience drawn from her 
journeys over wide regions> her attendance at inter-tribal 
meetings and the quarrels she has witnessed over luamage, 
wife-stealing, sorcery, and death. She and other women of 
her age enjoy a great measure of authority, though this 
will vary aceordhig to assertiveness and temperament. 
Some of the more striking personalities in the Lunga tribe 
I fibnll have occasion to ^scuss in connection with the 
women's secret comoborees. It is significant, however, that 
age of itself does not automatically command respect, if it 
happens to be linked with undesirable qualities. There 
was Loghir in the Lunga tribe, a noani woman who took 
an inordinate pleasure in attempting to interfere in every 
conceivable situation. She was rough-tongued, morose, 
had a grudge against all and sundry. She knew little of 
the mythology and her comments were often ignored by 
the others. She was called Charcoal by the whites, and the 
name suited her gritty temperament. On the other hand, 
Laidbir, the wife of the headman of the DjuJin horde, was 
a little younger, but was genUe-voiced and kindly. She 
was regarded with affection by all and when she did assert 
herself was listened to with attention. Of course old w^men 
who w*ere blind and too weak to travel far had almost 
ceased to take any interest in the activities of the tribe. 
They were content to sleep in the shade most of the day, 
or crouch on their knees Ernest motionlessly for hours at 
a time, occasionally picking up a pannikin of tea at their 
side, fingering it awkwardly, brushing away flies, and then 
lying down to sleep again. Their wants were reduced to a 
minimam, but they were cared for by their relatives and 
led out of harm's way during the squabbles. 

At Forrest River, Amel, the wife of the headman, was 
unobtrusive and dignified yet she was heard with respect 
by men and women alike. When occasion demanded she 
would intervene and intervene effectively in the interests 
of peace when the camp was disturb^ by a dispute. 
Bangudenangga, an Andedja woman, was a little younger, 
more assertive in manner and very independent. She had 
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a. pronounced gift of miinicty. Sbe had a reputation as a 
wit and kept the women in laughter. Sbe had an eye for 
the foibles of the men and for overwheening vanity. She 
would dismiss a boaster in such terms as That man got 
'em big throat", a view in which the other women Would 
concur with chuckles of amusement. She, like Amel, was 
a mine of infotmation on tribal lore and also performed 
some of the increase ceiemomes for her horde. Some of 
the middle-aged women were always to the fore in discussion, 
and had often had a checkered marital career and were 
experts in love magic. Wungenil at Moola Bulla was one, 
Melba, a Wolmeri woman who had married her tribal 
brother in spite of opposition, was another. Birbalma, a 
bafutn-a^Ttari (medicine-woman), and Yadubein at Forrest 
River were dominating figures in the camp. The latter had 
killed her first husband some years previoudy and had 
married four others since. She was a favourite with the old 
women, who would talk to her about myths and the 
ceremoni^ they had seen. She herself was something of an 
authority on such matters, was liked and consulted for 
advice by the others, who possibly had some admiration 
for her experience, her initiative, and her refusal to tolerate 
iU-treatment or infidelity from her successive husbands. 

Where the women are flung together in so many of their 
pursuits it is perhaps natural that such personalities should 
emerge. This division of the sexes is not only apparent 
during certain rites when temporarily contact may be gimbu, 
but it is an ordinary feature of everyday life. The unity 
the women share as a group is not simply one of rittiai 
Budeanliness as some writers would have us believe, nor 
of exclusion from the men's ceremonies. It is also based 
on more positive factors of identity of interests and problems 
and a system of economics which results in the women 
spending much of their time together while foraging for 
food. It is just possible that this separation of the sexes 
during the greater part of the day has been carried over 
into the ritual sphere, and that it has led to the segregation 
of the sexes during those rites which arc concerned with 
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the phy«ological crises. This is not to underestimate the 
affection and the co-operation that exist between husband 
and wife, brother and sister, son and mother. But it is to 
some extent inevitable that a woman should tum to her 
mother or to one of the more assertive personalities vre 
have mentioned, for advice in her problems or in a difficult 
love-affair, rather than to her father or her other male 
relatives. 

The women then exert authority over their children and 
with advancing age, over their other relatives as well. 
Their advice is sought, and tvhen necessary they protect 
a younger relative who through inexperience may 1^ at a 
disadvantage in a dispute with affinal relatives. They are 
generally informed about all that is afoot, and they on 
the whole seek to maintain peace and quiet in the camp. 
As we shall describe later, they preside over the rites 
associated with women's activitiES, birth, and puberty. 
Together with the old men, they are the repositories of 
myth, are responsible for the handing on of tribal law and 
custom, and are one of the forces which make possible the 
stability and continuity of tribal life. 

Women and the TtiiBE 

Like the men, the women were fully conscious of their 
membership of a tribe which constitutes a territorial, 
linguistic, and cultural unit, though affinities with neighbour¬ 
ing peoples are recognized to exist in language, kinship, 
totemism, and local organization. The Nyigina and Wula 
stand outside the rest of the group. The former posses 
only sections, and the latter are more closely related to 
the Forrest River tribes, though they have for the last 
few years been in the process of adopting the subsection 
system. Corroborees and articles of material culture are 
handed on from one tribe to another, and most of the 
IJuTuifa comes from the south-west or the Wolmeri, Contacts 
among the tribes are mainly of an economic and ceremonial 
character, though they may be implemented by an oc^sional 
marriage. Men and women were proud of thdr language 
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and their country, and had a certain amount of contempt 
lor others who possessed a different kinship system. They 
would frequently remark that in such and such a tribe: 
" Allabout marry anyway ; marry mother, sister, cousin; 
no got ’em skin (subsections), This one way more proper 
right; all mad alonga mission (Forr^t River)." There 
was a general disinclination to admit the extetencfi of a 
sorcerer within the tribal boundaries. He was projected 
into another tribe some distance away. A local habitation, 
however, was given to the " medicine-man ", who could 
cure illness, divine the murderer, and visit the spirits of 
the dead. Nevertheless in spite of this, men and women 
manifested a keen interest in the customs, myths, and fonm 
of totemism in other tribes. They were spoken of around 
the fires at night, and visitors were questioned and listened 
to with attention. The inter-tribal meetings provided one 
of the main means by which anecdotes, tales, myths, 
corroborees, wealth, magical remedies, and rites were 
circulated over the wide region of the Kimberleys by men 
and women. 

At this point. I only wish to indicate briefly the position 
of women in secular life, before turning to that field of 
controversy—^religion. Politically they are subordinate to 
the headman and elders in those matters affecting the 
group as a whole and its relations with the rest of the tribe. 
While the women have just as strong a sentiment for their 
country as the men and visit it whenever opportunity 
permits ; still, after marriage, patrilocal residence precludes 
the possibility of their taking much part in any commi^ 
activities of the horde. It is one of the factors responsible 
for their political subordination. The women do not engage 
in warfare, but their fighting-sticks serve them as adequate 
weapons of defence in their own private disputes. 

As a sex their ceremonies have never the same spectacular 
effects as the men’s, nor are they the means by which the 
activities of a number of hordes are organized and 
ordinated towards a specific end. They are of little importance 
in terms of the economic and social life of the tribe as a 
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whole* But this is not to say that in the sphere of religioQ 
their ceremonies are less rmportaot, less essential. Obviously 
it is just as necessary that a woman should observe ritml 
precautions for the safe delivery of her child, as that there 
should be other ceremonies to develop puberty and bring 
him to manhood. But here we are concerned simply with 
the effects of such ceremonies in the secular activities of 
the tribe. Nevertheless, women as members of the horde, 
as relatives of the dead or the tjoy to be initiated have a 
right to attend these assembUes^ Tvhich provide them also 
with the opportunity to perform their own corroborees, 
watch those of the men, and act as singers, to settle their 
ov^Ti outstanding grievances, to meet kindred* to exchange 
buliazt and share in the general excitemeol and the break 
with daily routine. 

But if a woman has little voice in public affairSp this docs 
not undermine her position in other aspects ol secular 
life. She has her part in the eicchanges between wtimn. 
As one who will provide the bulk of the food in the event 
of marriage, she has value as an economic partner, and is 
able to consolidate her position as wife and mother, to 
ensure good treatment and a measure of fidelity from her 
husband. ^^Ticn this is not forthcoming* she either refuses 
to bring him food, or leaves him temporarily, sure of the 
protection of her kiudrecL She is capable as a rule of showing 
initiative and competence in the handling of relationships 
and those problems that confront her in daily life, A strong 
sense of identity is created with the other women, but there 
is nevertheless a large measure of ccHjperation with her 
husband and her male relatives in economic and social 
duties* l^Tiite her children are young she instructs them in 
the means of securing food, and the rules of behaviour to 
which they must conform. As an older woman she acquires 
considerable authority with the right to intervene not only 
in the affairs of her children but in those of her other 
relatives. With the men she hands on tradition, customs, 
rights, and the myths which underlie and sanction activities* 


CHAPTER Vlll 


THE SPIRITUAL HERITAGE OF ABORIGINAL 

WOMAN 

The Lunga or Wolrocri woman has emerged as an 
individual who possesses well-dehned rights and privileges in 
marriage, who moves with lamiliarity over her country, 
maintains hersdf and her family, rears her children to be 
as competent. seU-rdiaiit, and independ^t as she is herself. 
We have seen bow she grapples with difficulties and solves 
them in accordance with her physical ability, her intelligence, 
and experience. The situations on which attention has been 
concentrated are those in which the social or economic 
aspects have been dominant, or else have been isolated for 
consideration. This has been an essential method of approach, 
for one first knocks one’s shins, so to speak, against the 
facts of the environment, the camp, and the activities 
carried on there. Fragments of myth, shadowy configurations 
of the Time Xjong Past loom up suddenly in talk ; one catches 
a fleeting glimpse of the totemic ancestors, hears them 
mentioned as the originators of some custom. But the 
anthropologist can really only enter the spiritual world 
of the Aborigines through the gatei^y of the physical 
and sotaal world around him. The significance of the former 
is derived from the concrete character of the present, 
and the extent of one’s knowledge of it. Armed with this, 
one is in a better position to understand the interplay 
between past and present, mythical and actual. 

But what is the woman's relationship to the whole realm 
of religion. Is she an intruder ? Is her footing less secure 
here ? What contact has she with the supernatural forces 
on which existence is felt to depend ? More fundamental 
perhaps is the question of the nature of her problems where 
empirical knowler^e is of little avail. 

Anthropology o\res a debt to Professor Malinowski for 
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his vaJuable contribution to the theory of religion. He has 
l^sed his approach on the difficulties that confront mankind. 
'■ Rdigion is not bom out of speculation or reflection, still 
less out of illusion and misapprehension, but rather out of 
the reaJ tragedies of human life, out of the conflict between 
human plans and reaUties." ^ " The substance of all religion 
is thus deeply rooted in human life; it grows out of the 

necessities of life-Another empirical approach shows 

how magical and religious phenomena are directly dictated 
to men by the stresses and strains of Ufe, and the necessity 
of facing heavy odds; how faith and ritual must follow 
the darker, more daogerouSp and more tragic aspects of 
inan*s practical labours/' * 

Man varies in regard to his capacity to face unpleasant 
facts the inevitable ; to admit the transient nature of 
dl things mduding himself; to be content with the 
hmitations of existence and also its values. He may attach 
an overwhelming importance to a belief in the compensations 
of an after-life; he may or may not be willing to assume 
^ponsihiJity for his own actions without seeking to shelve 
It through a doctrine of vicarious atonement. He dilfere 
to the d^ee of realism, consistency, humanity, bigotry, 
and fanatici^ he brings to his religion as a dogma, a ritual 
Md an ethical code. But whatever the type of religion^ 
It IS an answer to certain problems, a means of regulating 
conduct, and of effectiug a readjustment when science and 
realism are abandoned. Kan dons the armour of reh'gion 
brause It offers him a protection against fate and 

J? . much it may hamper his movements, 

Uinit ms activities, and obscure his vision. 

To assert as some writers have done that religion affords 
no compensations to aboriginal woman, is to deny that 
she ever finds a solution for problems, which go beyond her 
knowledge. For instance, Dr. Roheim demands r 
Wbat IS her religion ? ... We might just as well put this 
question m another form and ask what are her fears, 

* 0. MiJinowski, CuU^Ft, p, ^S 4 |. 

* Tk* Paifk M<frais, pp. 5^-00. 
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ajudetics ? For it is only this phase of religion that is open 
to women. All aspects of rel^on that contain any hint 
at a supernatural world that protects mankind... or 
any element of identification are limited to the male half 
of the population. For a woman, religion means a super* 
natural or semi-supematural danger, it means demons ... or 
demon-like avengers or foreign tribes."^ Does she then face 
with complete fatalism her own destruction and that of her 
relatives : does she never experience an emotional wrench, 
grief and despair when they die ? Do they cease to exist 
even as spiritual entities from whom she has nothing more 
to hope or fear ? Is she indifierent to the possibility of 
drought and starvation ? These are problems which she 
shares in common with the men. and in fact with human 
beings the world over. To these problems apparently the 
Central Australian religion alone provides no answer for the 
woman. If such were indeed the state of affairs it would be 
almost pointless to ask whether she has means of 
safeguarding the child developing within her womb; 
whether she is so sure of the fidelity of her husband that she 
need take no measures to ensure it in his absence ; whether 
she is ever motivated by anger and revenge without the 
physical strength to inflict it; and whether finally her 
subjugation to custom and law is so complete that no 
religious sanctions are necessary to enforce it. Actually. 
Spencer and Gillen in The Arunta have provided sufficient 
data on the increase ceremomes, death and mourning rites, 
and those others centring round birth and puberty to com¬ 
pletely refute Robeim's contention that the w'omen are left 
without spiritual protection. Certainly abonginal woman has 
her fears, but so has aboriginal man. And rehgion is partly 
based on the fear of the unknown and insecurity; it has its 
function in culture because it substitutes for these, however 
irrationally, faith and hope and security. It is rooted in 
the conditions of existence and these are just as fundamental 
for the man as for the woman. 

It is not surprising then that in the Kimberleys, men and 
‘ C. Roheim. W.L.C.A.. JJI.AJ-, lidil, 1933 , p. 2 S 9 . 


ABORIGINAL WOMAN 


190 

women share a rdigton in common. What is astonishing here 
and elsewhere is the failure to co-ordinate the various 
elements in it; or else to place an overwhelming emphasis 
on the initiation and tfuru^ ceremonies which have been 
elaborated to meet the particular needs of the male sex. 
Insuffic ient stress has been laid on the importance of religion 
to women in their daily life, the benehts they derive from 
it. Too often we find a cursory mention of their totems, 
their spirit-centres, their function to incarnate the spirit- 
children, and the subordinate part they play in the men's 
initiation rites. From an analysis of the facts. It appears 
that there are similarities in upbringing, outlook, and 
environment of the men and women. The approach to 
religion must be made through the range of problems 
which confront them both, the necessty of maintaining 
existence in a region that is relatively arid, and of coping 
with the grief, suffering, and disruption of social ties that 
follow upon death. Only thus can we avoid the mistake of 
attaching a disproportionate importance to particular 
rites which have been designed to meet the difficulties of 
one sex; of estimating the position of women in terms of 
the part they play in these : and of imposing generalizations 
drawn from one aspect of religion upon the total social 
structure. 


Totemism 

T do not wish to limit myself to a list of women's totems 
and ceremonies, to dismember the culture and label portions 
as " purely feminine ", even if that were possible. If this 
study is to have validity and reality, then 'women must 
be seen as integral units of society. They cannot be viewed 
entirely apart from their cultural context. Their ceremonies 
and beliefs are interrelated with those of the men. My aim 
has been to use, not the dissecting knife, but the searchlight; 
to let it play over one aspect of culture, and then to 
concentiute it on those features which are of particular 
significance for the women. Therefore, although at first 
sight a discussion of totemism and mythology does not 
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seem to bear directly on the position of women, it is utterly 
essential for an understanding of their share in the spiritual 
life of the community, and of the sanctions which govern 
their behaviour. We shall reali^ that though perhaps they 
only have a minor idle in some of the ceremonies, stiU, 
nevertheless, like the men, they have a direct link with the 
spiritual forces on which existence depends : they have a 
right to receive benefits from those ceremouies first instituted 
by the totemic ancestoTB for aboriginal men and women 
to come. 

In the study of totemism. Professor Radcliffe-Brown has 
indicated the economic value of the majority of the totems, 
and has brought the theorists down to earth, back to the 
primary enviromnental conditions out of which it has 
emerged. One of these is "the dependence (of society) 
wholly or in part on natural productions for subsistence ", 
The more important animals, plants, and natural phenomena, 
in so far as they afiect the well-being (material and spiritual) 
of the community, tend to become objects of a ritual attitude.^ 
It has its foundations in the stress of providing sufficient 
food in a country that can be ravaged by drought, flood, 
and fire. We have already said that we could only come to 
grips with the native life through an understanding of the 
environment; we have been insistently conscious of its 
presence as the aboriginal woman wanders over its precipitous 
hills, its winding river-beds in search for roots and tubers ; 
or as she camps by its water-holes, where she sleeps, gossips, 
prepares and distributes food and rears her children. But 
her point of view is not a purely pragmatic one. We have 
realized that she is bound to her country by ties of sentiment 
created by ownership and familiarity with its resources; 
by her kinship with other individuals who live, hunt, and 
forage over its extent. Totemism presents yet another 
aspect of her attitude to its natural features, species, and 
forces. For Anstralian totemism is not to be defined in 
terms of similar phenomena in Africa, Melanesia, and 
America. Tlie class of objects, the attitudes and activities 

1 A, R, Kaddifle-Browu, pp+ 304 at saq. 
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of a social group in regard to them, the legal and mythical 
sanctions underlying them and the social group itself, 
will vary from community to community and can only be 
understofxl if placed within the culture of which they are 
an uitegral An explanation or exposition of the 

phenomenon must be found in terms of the principles 
operative in Australian aboriginal society, and to do this 
it is essential that we should view the matter as far as 
possible through native eyes,^ 

The Time Long Past 

We have already seen that these people are utterly 
dependent on the summer tains to bring down the rivers, 
fill the bOJabongs and pools, replenish them with fish and 
lily-roots, and provide an abundance of fat game. Their 
relationship with the environment is constant, immediate, 
and absolute. Such is the strength of the bond between 
a woman and her own particular region, that anyone who 
shares it must perforce stand in an intimate relation to her. 
It has been stated previously that a woman rails a horde- 
countryman by the term for father, even though according 
to the subsection name he has another status. Common 
participation in the territorial rights forges an emotional 
and sodal tie between two individuals. Furthermore, 
this relation between a woman and her country creates a 
^tuai bond between herself and those natural forces and 
^pccies which also belong to it. This dependence on 
Environment is projected back into the mythical past or 
in the belief that the ancestors were beings who 
united in themselves the qualities of man and animal. 
For the Aborigine the belief in the pre-exbtence ol totemic 
ancestors is basic to her conception of the validity of all 
customs and institutions. Hence totems are not merely 

^ Thi^ aiid the fqllmviiag bas^ sabs tail tisJly ixa my 

futicle, ^"Tisteniisni in North-Wwt Aiiatialia^*' Q^aniu^ vui. No. 3. FiA 
pp. 372-4, 373-387 in p&rt$cular. Since we are maiol^ contemod 
witb the women 1 ehnJl refer Bpedhnltf to them thieu^fuit thi« aoccunt 
el tetemiim i but what I have to is equally applicable to the mtxL 



THE SPIRITUAL HERITAGE 193 

objects appropriated by groups as a badge or crest, or name ; 
they aie a particular expiesstoo of this kinship with her 
environment. 

The '^aniifgani is also the source of another link with 
the environment. The Aborigine docs not view her country 
as so much geolc^cat strata^ as so much sand, stone, and 
spinifex. The boulders and the pools are tfaruygani : that 

is, they belong to the past and to the totemic ancestors. 
When this word is used it always implies unquestionable 
finality on the subject at issue ; ijijrwtJgam' stamps a practice 
as legal; it invokre a religious sanction for its performance. 
Now, when a w'oman describes ^antggani, she speaks as 
though revealing an irrefutable dogma of the utmost 
importance. “In ^aru^gani there were no blackfellow; 
but kangaroo, iguana, bird—all bin walk like blackfellow. 
Him all the same blackfellow. After he bin turn into 
kangaroo, iguana, bird.'* These ancestors did not have the 
physical characteristics of animals or birds, but they did 
possess some quality which rnade their transformation later 
into real birds and animals possible. The myths attribute 
superhuman feats to them. Under the hands of the marsupial, 
the hills rose to their colossal immobility, and the river 
courses were carved out by the rainbow snake. There are 
mytlis of fire and flood, of totemic-ancestors that wandered 
over vast tracts of country, hurled spears from one mountain 
to another, and left their footprints in solid slabs of rock. 
These must be distinguished from the birds and animals 
already existing at that time, which also posses^ 
remarkable powers, as pictured by the native companion 
scooping up a pond in a kuiamon and flying into the air with 

it. But in the myths the inauguration of certain customs, 
methods of carrying kangaroo and cooking it, marriage 
laws, initiation, rain-making, corroborees, and certain 
natural features of the country are accredited to the inter¬ 
vention of the totemic ancestors, who stood tu a kinship 
relation to one another, and who had subsection names 
bestowed on them by the rainbow serpent. Having performed 
their task, they changed into birds, animals, and reptiles, 

o 


ABORIGINAL WOMAN 


194 

and some into stones as welL It is these boulders, these 
depressions in the rock where they camped that bear 
tangible witness to their previous existence. Such stones 
are called (the term also used for dream totem), 

whose function it is to represent some of the totemic 
ancestors, A man or a woman on " walkabout" visit the 
guni^, often enduring hardship and short rations to do so, 
and pointing them out to the stranger with pride. They 
reinforce and focalize the sentiments felt for the country 
while at the same time they confirm belief in the ancestors 
and are a continual reminder of the past. They bring the 
totemic ancestors within the range of everyday life in that 
the native shares with them the possession of the one 
country. 

CON'cEPTios Totems 

An additional link with ^aru^gani is established through 
the difierent kinds of totems which both men and women 
possess, I have already described how the Aborigine relies 
on the scattered rockholes and pools. Now this dependence 
on the fertility power of rain has been sacralized and made 
the basis of a cult centring around the rainbow serpent, 
who is one of the most important totemic ancestors in this 
region. He first gave man the rain-making rites and is 
believed to dwell in the deeper water-holes. But these pools 
are not ooly a means of sustenance ; they are for the native 
literally a source of human life, for in them are the spirit- 
children placed there by the rainbow serpent in the 
t^aru^gani. These children become temporarily incarnated 
in fish, or in animals and birds near the pool, and after 
conception the species becomes the i/my of the individua] 
(see p, 4a), The pool is her wanyegoara damt ; so that 
within the circumference of the wide tract of country over 
which she wanders there is this one place which has a 
significance reaching back into her pre-natal existence 
as a spirit-child, and which links her as an individual with 
the rainbow serpent, who embodies in himself those powers 
of fertility on which man is dependent. In other words. 
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we are confronted once more with this belief in some quality 
shared in common by man and the natural forces—a belief 
which has its owm inescapable logic* These spirit-children 
made by the rainbow-serpent, half reptile and half human 
himself, still preserve their kinship as it were with the 
natural species, in that they can inhabit temporarily the 
body of some fish, animal, bird, or anj^thing that can be 
eaten as food. And the nexus between spirit-child and natural 
species persists through the lifetime of the individual. 
It is singled out from all other species by a particular 
term, and thus a social identity is bestowed upon it. 

The man or woman does not associate every member of the 
species with the djtriy, but O'nly the one kiUed at his or her 
" finding ", and as in this region there is no taboo upon 
eating it. Amongst the Maingin tribe a man avoids using 
his sister’s name, and he will also refuse to give the name of 
her vilaliri (<fycnij, L.) when asked for it, although he will 
name the species in any other context. The instance is 
illuminating. It shows in the first place that only the animal 
or fish, etc,, killed by her father is the subject of the taboo 
for her brother; and secondly, that the mhaliri is not 
merely associated with spirit-child but also with the 
personality. The djtri^, or wibaliri, is a totem, for there 
exists between It and the individual a permanent, socially 
recognized or institutionalized relationship. Moreover, 
the latter is another manifestation of the affinity which 
is believed to exist between man and nature and has 
developed out of, and is determined by, the native beliefs 
about and spirit-children, 

SuBSEcnoK Totews 

We have already mentioned the totems, mragUf connected 
with the subsections. In the Wolmerl and Lunga tribes, 
the totemic ancestors belonged to difierent subsections, and 
they retained the subsection names after they changed into 
bir^, animals, and plants. To phrase it differently we might 
say that man and animal were identified in ijarn^gani, and 
that membership of a common subsection in the present 
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stiil preserves the nexus bet^'een them. These totems are 
not treated with any marked respect; nor are they taboo 
as food: nor do they serve as a badge for a group since 
several are connected with the one subsection; nor do 
they control maiTiage, The attitude would seem to be that 
adopted towards one's human namesake or 

Moiety Totems 

There also exists another type of kinship totem in the 
Wolmeri tribe—that associated with the endogamous 
moiety, Kaleru after he had caUed the totemic ancestors 
by their subsection names divided these again into two 
group^s, one gid^r^ a little red bird^ and the other wtir, 
a little black bird." They are not xtsed as food but their 
social relevance would seem to lie in the fact that they are 
linked wdth the quarters from which the rain comes i 
brings it from the north^west^ and giddr Irom the north-east. 
Each moiety has a specific r 61 e in tlie rain-making ceremany 
performed at a pool, where wirr men and women occupy 
the wcstf and gidSr the east side of it. It is because certain 
totemic ancestors under the direction of the rainbow serpent 
carried out the ceremony in the past that a repetition in 
the present by tn> and gid&r men and women has the same 
potency and efficiency. 

The Dream Totem 

With the guni^ or dream totem I shall deal briefly. 
In some tribes it is inherited from the mother; in others 
from the father i elsewhere it may be some object dreamed 
of by either parent after finding the spirit-child in a 
It may be any natural species or rnaterial object^ and acts 
as the representative of the individual in the dreams of 

^ A pctiit of intmst ii 1 , myth 1 obtained &mans the Ncirth Lnni^^ 
whkii deicribefl b&w K^tru tabbed a ciatodiie. a hdl^kAnj^axw, a E;Lrqw^ 
4Dil othar species. From theas csuiie /atth djatu. djaa^cti, xungcn^ 

Tberlttibw^Bamfiresemt^Bce 

the ordiaki^ iimrBa&o cetsn^nis^ 

' Omt dulDgaiiumj mciety ccmpTOKi djAngsdii, djuDgent, djum, and 
djcw, md the other moiety, dJaJeem, djoalyi, djaitferi^ And djambio. 
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other people. Its main function is to render some dreams 
significant, indicate the presence of a man or a woman to 
others, and in some coses to serve as a protector and warn of 
approaching danger. 

The Cult Totem 

In the Wolmeri, Kunian, and MaJngin tribes there arc cult 
totems (wfliirf—^Malngin term ; waldjiri —^Wolmeri and 
Kunian term) associated with the hordes and with certain 
secret coiroborees perlormed by the men which the women 
never witness, though they have the totems. They are 
often performed during the initiation ceremonies, but are 
not connected with the increase rites as they are in Central 
Australia. 

Now menoncf women through the possession of these totems, 
the djeri^, ttaragu, moiety, waldjiri or wabiri, are 

linked directly with the totemic ancestors and the yamyganu 
If we accept the view that totem and totemi te possess some 
sacred qu^ity in common because of their relation to the 
totemic ancestors of the yaruygani. then women as weU as 
men have their share in this sacred heritage.^ The totems 
have not only an economic significance, but have come to 
assume characters and functions other than the primary 
one. The relationship is permanent, intimate, and socially 
recognized, and in each case is determined by the institutions 
or system of beliefs of which the totem and totemite are 
integral elements. 

Myths 

Besides the totems, the myths are another medium 
through which yaruy^^ni assumes its reality for men and 
w'omen and becomes a regulative factor in their existence. 
The Aborigines regard the myths as the history of certain 
supernatural beings and events in a period preceding the 

I ngrkbeim snggests that both man and the n n i m a h or planti wIiqh 
pami: lie bnn belong to the same satred world, viJ* M-F^-L., p. 13S, 
Dtirleh*3ffl, bowitvtri. tlua ■r]aTi„ aiKl nssunim tliat Uui totemic 

U tbd piidiicatatioa of tlifl Enoonl iotte cf tbe dan. 
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appeajrance of ordinary men and women. The myths are 
also an e?cpIanation of the present, of natural features, 
strange characteristics of birds and animals, material 
objects, customs and instittitions. On the other hand, the 
scientist cannot accept them as history, but a meeting point 
between the native and the anthropologist is that the mjfths 
are viewed as a precedent, as a sanction for present-day 
activities. " It justifies by precedent the existing order 
and it supplies a retrospective pattern of moral values, of 
social discriminations and burdens and of Tnagimt beliefs. 
In this consists its main cultural function.... The function 
of myth is to strengthen tradition and to endow it with a 
greater value and prestige by tracing it back to a higher, 
better, more supernatural, and more effective reality of 
initial events." ’ Since myths provide a sanction for beliefs, 
customs, rites, and ceremonies, it is especially important 
to discover the extent of the knowledge of, and the attitudes 
adopted by, the women towards them : the part played by 
the female totemic ancestors in the events of the 
There is no myth of the creation of a totemic Adam, 
followed by the emergence of a totemic Eve as an 
afterthought. Male and female totemic ancestors seemed to 
have existed together from the first, to have wandered owr 
the country, camped, loved, fought, and quarrelled. The 
women gathered iily-roots, wild-honey, and plunus, carried 
their husband’s belongings, bore children, and even 
committed abortion. At least this is attributed to Bilibelirii 
(a bird) by the Lunga tribe. The men hunted, had their 
disputes, manufactured the first boomerangs and spears, and 
held the first initiation ceremonies. Towards the more 
human foibles and passions of some of the totemic ancestors, 
the Aborigines adopt much the same attitude as they do 
towards quarrels, peace-making, and irregular unions in 
the camp, when they are not close relatives of the parties 
involved. It is an attitude of frank enjo}unent in the 
excitement and clash of interests, seasoned by a certain 
amount of ribald comment. £ut if there is sympathy and 

* B. MllillAniJci. CliUurt, p. 040, 
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comprehension for the weaknesses of some of the toteraic 
ancestors on the one hand, there is on the other, an equally 
marked respect, even reverence for the manifestation of 
their supernatural power in other myths. The telling of 
these evokes much the same seriousness that a discussion 
of the increase ceremonies or birth rites does in everyday life. 
The distinction is an important one. The first attitude does 
not undermine the second. It is complementary to it. 
For the natives in " humanizing their environment " have 
also done the same for the totemic ancestors. It is thus 
possible that the customs and institutions which regulate 
the lives of Aborigines cease to be mere arbitrary actions of 
beings remote from the difficulties, emotions, and confficts 
that beset men and women from the cradle to the grave. 
At the same time the supernatural power of those beings to 
change the environineiit, to perform superhuman feats, 
gives the laws they have established a ritual sanction 
which they might not otherwise possess. 

The stories arc told with a keen appreciation of their 
drama ; they are recounted with pride by the people that 
own them. Yet, withal, there is a certain tolerance for the 
myths of other tribes which offer a different explanation 
of the same event. A Wolmcri man will listen to the Lunga 
myth of how the Moon brought death into the world. 
Then he will say: " This country, we got ’em different. 
Moon no more bin do it ^ that belonga another one country,” 
There is no dogmatic assertion that the myth is wrong; 
simply the recognition that in other tribes the totemic 
ancestors were responsible for different customs. The actual 
story was that Moon, a djuru man in the had 

one wife, but then tried to seduce Snake who, as a nambin 
womanj was his mother'-in-Iaw and hence taboo to him. 
She and the other women with her attacked him in fury 
and cut off his organs which changed to stone. Then he 
declared angrily^ ” When I die, 1 shall come back in five 
days ; when you die you will not come back ; you will stop 
dead." The breaking of one of the most important kinship 
laws had disastrous consequences, but the Aborigines seemed 
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to accept the fact philosophically, and perhaps derived 
some satisfaction from the thought that they at least were 
not to blame. Now we have already encountered an actual 
example of a marriage between a woman and her tribal 
son~indawj and the different sentiments and comments 
it aroused in the camp. Much the same outlook is apparent 
in the recounting of the moon myth ; no very deep expression 
of regret, a delight in certain obscene features of the story, 
a mock horror assumed for the moral enormity of his action, 
but this is likely to resolve itself into a chuckle of amusement. 
Perhaps it is followed by the comment: "We bin get 
wrong marriage &om that one moon : now all about die; 
no more come back," The myth has its distinct ethical 
aspect; it is probably told for the edification of the young 
but on all the occasions when I heard it the narrator was 
scarcely ever able to conceal a grin. This tolerance for the 
misdemeanours of those not closely connected with them, 
or else the complete acceptance of the situation afterwards, 
is characteristic of the Aborigines and perhaps increases 
the difficulties of the missionary who attempts to inc nl ra te 
a sense of sin in his converts. 

OthCT myths account for peculiarities of certain animals 
and birds, as for example, the scales on the back of the 
crocodile. This story is told frequently and invariably 
creates intense Interest because it centres round a fight; 
the tricking of his enemies by Fl3riiig Fox ; the carrying of 
Crocodile by Turtle, his mother, until she found a pool for 
him to enter; and the establishment of an increase site at 
this place. 

But if the breaking of the law does not always induce 
the requLsite degree of solemnity, this is not to say that the 
laws are any the le^ firmly believed in, or that they are not 
obeyed. For one thing, there is the punishment indicted 
on the culprits in the mytJis ; and secondly, there are other 
myths which centre round the establishment of the laws, 
often by Katerii himself, who is the most sacred of the 
totemic ancestors and Is revered as such. He figures as 
the maker of rivers, rain, spiriKhildren, subsections, and the 
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raarmge laws. He is the source of magical power not only 
in the past but also in the present. Unlike the other ancestois 
he still exists^ though not as a man. He is a huge seqaent 
invisible to the majority^ but none the less feared for that. 
Other myths part^e of a similarly sacred character and 
are kno^™ as a rule only to the initiated among the itieUp 
or to the middle-aged and old among the women. There 
are myths of the first initiation ceremonies in the ^aru^gani, 
the i/uruya, birth, menstruation, and introcision. In short, 
they are concerned with the rites elaborated around the 
crises in the life of the individual. 

Curiously enough^ some of the female totemic ancestors 
are believed to have been given i/uruya by Djidargal^ 
Later these were stolen from them by Porcupine, Soon 
after this, an old nangala woman tried to snbindse yotmg 
girls and make them into men But they developed 
into young women, and she said: Can‘t make *em 

djangala: I got to call you nangala/' These myths are 
interesting, because the Arunta who possess tfurnya with 
similar markings and much the same significance, haw 
myths that describe female totemic ancestors as owning 
and carrying i/uruya. There is, however, an important 
dLGference, for in this tribe the latter are associate with 
the kufuna or spiritual counterpart of an individual, whilst 
in the Kimberleys they are not.' This may account for the 
fact that in the Arunta each woman has a tfumya, w^hich, 
however, she never sees : it is kept by her father or brother 
for her.^ 

The myths would seem rather to emphasis the fact 
that the i/uruffa belong exclusively to the men : they are a 
validation of their privileges and bestow an additional 
value on the sacred objects as something eminently desirable. 
The female totemic ancestors are also imagined to have 
been envious of initiation. Certainly the women in the camp 
displayed a gift for extracting illicit information about 

' Spencer and GiUein, Tki vqL i pp. lO-M. Th* Xyul-NyTal 

Bay also gaid that the mnoen of the LofiG PasI had 

tjuru^a af their omir 
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things forbidden to them. But most certainly they were not 
jealous of the subindsion rites; their attitude was one of 
pity for the victims, and their most frequent comment was 

poor fellow ", though the mother of the boy was often 
proud that her son should be the central figure of an inter¬ 
tribal meeting. 

However, the women had myths tn which female totemic 
ancestors were responsible for birth, the development of 
puberty, menstruation, and introcision. Apart from that 
accounting for birth, others were known only to the old 
women and possibly to a few old men. though I could obtain 
nothing from the latter. There was no reason why they 
should have kept the knowledge back, as they dispussed 
the men's secret rites freely and showed me the t/uruya; 
but they would say: '■ that one luira business, me no 
savvy. You want to ask 'em old, old woman." Some 
of these myt^ will be given within the context of the rites 
associated with them in the following chapter. At this 
point it is necessary to stress that the younger men and 
women, though familiar with some myths, were rarely 
conversant with all the details and were often ignorant 
of those concerned with the rites which were carried out 
under the direction of the old people. The latter had often 
the reputation of being the " antiquarians ” of the tribe. 
As the upholders of the law they were interested in the myths 
that sanctioned it. 

To sum Up. These myths would seem to be divided into 
the sacred and profane, though I did not meet with two 
separate terms for them. Some are told seriously, often 
before or after the performance of a ceremony, or 
perhaps when either the old men or the old women 
are by themselves. Others are repeated frequently in the 
hearing of the old and young of both sexes, as much for 
their narrative interest and drama as for anything else. 
Through this constant repetition, men and women have a 
knowledge of some myths; the totemic ancestors became 
familiar figures, often associated with particular features of 
the bordeH:ountries or some custom that is often carried out 
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daily* Through their humanity the totemic ancestors are 
brought within the range of comprehension of the Aborigines^ 
In one sense, it vouches for their realityp and therefore 
indirectly makes their superhuman feats more credible. 
Moreover^ the efficacy which the rites appear to possess and 
which enable the natives to giappJe with the difficulties 
of life, illness, starvation, and death—all these are practical 
proof lor them of the former existence of the totemic 
ancestors and of their supernatural qualities over and above 
their more human traits which they share with man. This 
body of mythology is not merely significant to the men 
alone l it is just as important to the women l it provides 
a sanction not only for the marriage laws which they must 
obey, the kinship obligations they must fulfil, but also for 
those ceremonies on which economic existence depends, 
and for those rites established by the female totemic 
ancestors to meet the problems of their own sex. 

Increase Ceremonies 

Having built up in some detail the background of religious 
belief and mythology, we can now turn to those rites which 
intimately aJffect the community as a whole. They are 
concerned with the ah-important problems of the food- 
supply and an adequate rainfall on the one hand, and with 
death on the other. As the totemic ancestors passed through 
the country they left stones or sometimes a tree, each of 
which is suppo^d to contain the guni^ of some animal, 
bird, fish, reptile, tuber, and so on. These sites are called 
biid-btid at Forrest River, and wtdudny among the Lunga. 
By rubbing one of these or strikhig it with bushes and 
uttering a spell, the guni^ will go forth and cause the species 
with which it is associated to multiply* The Aborigine has 
no granaries, but he has, if we may use the term, these 
** spiritual storehouses* in that they insure him against 
starvation, and give him a sense of security and confidence 
m regard to his food-supply for the coming year* 

If strangers approach the wtdwiny without due ritual 
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prccaiit|oas> they are likely to sicken or contract some 
|iennanent defonnity. For the same reason any food they 
obtain Ln the vicinity must be given to the headman. The 
ceremony is ^rfonned by the latter, his wife if she be old 
enough, or his sister at the beginning of the hot weather. 
If there are no old people in the horde, then the rite must 
lapse until there are. 1 was told of other wtdwiny —th<^ for 
flies, mosquitoes, Uce, and snakes—which had not been 
touched for some years because they would be a plague to 
the community. The Djaru. Malngin, and one or two other 
tribes said the pests could be sent to their enemies; but 
they, too, did not carry out ceremonies. This in itself is an 
admission of the deeply-rooted belief in their efficacy. 

The headman alone is responsible for the kangaroo, 
wallaby, and generally marsupials, because as one woman 
put it; " That one belonga btackfellow \ that proper black- 
fellow business." But the old women often attended to 
the ceremonies for lily-roots, fish, wild-honey, yams, and 
fruits—^in fact, most of the foods for which they forage.’ 
At Forrest River I saw the headman and Amel his wife, 
rub the b%td^bud for crocodiles, hsh, and the bark for jxiisoiung 
them. In other tribes the women were responsible. The 
point is an important one in considering the position of 
women in religion, for they not only benefit with the rest 
of the community from the results of these ceremonies, 
but in old age they take part in them,* 

As the stone is nibb^, the species is commanded to 
increase in the pKiols in the horde-country and in adjoining 
territories. A north Lunga woman uttered the following 
spell for pinga :: tjai t/a: btidbudma^itt pinga,' ifai 

? come up pinga,' 

Alerm'u Winbidji. 

(names of pools) 

* Tlie told me, however, th^t when the OMii made raia. they 

^o emeaAd the ftooEs with Uood ooct pertorintd the inorvue cgividodv 
tar liIv.n>otB, trogs, ^ tiver'biido., ' 

• Dr. Sharp mciitiaiit that the women in the Yiiyiroot also cbitt 

out the ntKs, Vidt R,I*E.Y., Otemia. v. p. 30, ^ 

Dr. Pidihiigttm al«D ntentiiKis that the women aa&ist in wm i ,. bI iho 
ntes, eote T.S.K.T., Ocrdoio, ii, p, 376. 
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For Hly-ioots in the sauthern Lunga these words were 
spoken; hnaida ycra mai;i do-a;ny^a kandu ira:b^ 
? food countrymen lilies grow 

taalagoya: g^lur 
plenty up 

or as they gave it to me in free translation : "lam country¬ 
man : you come-np plenty tucker, lily-roots." 

The horde may perform the rite for the whole tribe. 
Sometimes mdieiny for wUd-hotiey and iguana may exist 
in several hordes ; sometimes there may only be one in the 
whole tribal territory. This division of ritual labours points 
to a strong sense of tribal unity ; it is an additional means 
of emphasizing the cultural interdependence of the hordes. 
The individual is also aware of it, and can always name a 
number of iptdwifiy outside his or her own particular 
country. Where there are no sites, say. for stars, sun, or 
moon, the statement will often be made that another tribe 
performs the ceremony. Hence, in spite of differences in 
custom, mythology, and social organization there is yet the 
recognition that fundamentally Aborigines with whom they 
have little or no contact share the same belief in the 
ijaruT/ganj, in totemic ancestors who have provided means 
for ensuring the continued existence of natural species and 
phenomena. 

Professor F.]kin has suggested that man does not think 
" he has magical control over natural species, but that be 
has a sancUhed method of expressing that mutual need 
which man and nature has, the one of the other. And he 
does his part at the appropriate seasons towards maintaining 
the life and regularity of nature by means of ritual... ‘ 

When the natives " increase " for kangaroo, the motive 
would seem to be definitely economic: but there are so 
many inedible and even dangerous species which also 
come in for attention, that it is likely that the cere¬ 
monies are also performed with intent to perpetuate the 
existence of natural phenomena In bis environment as he 
knows it. 

* A. P. VTIrin 5.L.A.A,, Oeeamia, iii, p. 132. 
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At Formt River there were n^ck-paintiiigs of kang^oo, 
crocodilep emu^ rainbow-snake, and other species. Their 
purpose was known only to the old men and women. They 
were painted as an additional means of securing the increase 
of the species they depicted- This was in the hands of the 
hcailman, but I was told by an old woman of a more 
northerly horde {and this was confirmed by the old men 
present), that she touched up the painting of the rainbow- 
serpent in her country so that the spirit-children might 
increase. 

Rain-makistg 

Tlie overwhelming need for rain on w^bich existence 
depends is a problem beyond empiric^] means of solution 
for the Aborigines ; they have met it by sacraUzing and 
embodying the power to create rain and the rivers in 
KaUru, the rainbow-serpent* who is depicted more frequently 
than any other species in all the drawings I saw. He is 
the maker of the spirit-children. As Professor JElkin has 
suggested, the process of personifying natural forces in the 
past gives man some measure of control over them in the 
present** The long coils of the snake are charged with 
the power that is the source of human life, of magic and of 
the fertility brought to the earth by the rains* He can only 
be approached by the old men and w^omen or those initiated 
in magiCn The others fear to bathe in the deeper parts of 
the pools where he dwells* Even to dream of a dfaguli 
(said to belong to is fraught with danger to the 

wunan who has not fulfilled his obligations* or to a person 
who has not observed precautions before a rite* At 
pkarticular crises in the life of the individuals certain 
foods are tabooed* some of them because they ** belong to 
Kitlm* who first carried them arotinci inside hkn in the 
^arii}jgant\ The same applies to the white-ant larvs which 
must never be eaten by men until old age, lest Kaleru send 
floods* as he did in the ^arm^gani when the taboo w-as broken 
by two young boys. Fish also are assexiated with him* and 

* A. p. EUuJS, Th* Awi*alim AbcHgimM. p. 177. 
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for tliis reason children must not be present when the bark 
to poison fish is being placed in the shallow pools. 

Rain-making is also a danger to the younger generation 
and it is the headman as the representative of the horde 
who obtains the white stones or djaluttdji of Jfa/mi, breaks 
them up and wraps them in a grass bundle to be put Into 
a water-hole to make the rain. Only in the Wolmeri is there 
a rite in which men and women participate; even then, 
certain sections are performed by two old men of different 
moieties. They construct a figure to represent Yirumri 
(the rainbow-serpent), and also a grass circlet decorated 
with cockatoo feathers to represent Tyaiwiera;, another 
important totemic ancestor. Yerumri himself was a ipt>r 
man and T/andey^.* was a giddr. 

Age and Ritvai. Resfonstbilities 

Now it is the old people who have the right and duty 
to cany out the increase and rain-making ceremonies. 
We have already pointed out the respect for age when it 
is united with knowledge and personality, and the reliance 
on the wisdom o^f the old men and women for the ordering 
of social and economic destinies. They are particularly 
fitted to direct those ceremonies on which the welfare of 
the horde, even the tribe is felt to depend. They have 
endured raids, illness, droughts; they have witnessed the 
temporary dislocation of society wrought by wrong marriages 
and death. They have seen and learnt mudi in their journeys 
over the tribal territory and other regions. They are fully 
conversant with the m3rths and with the law. If they no 
longer take an active p^ in warfare, dances, and intrigues, 
at least they have their compensations. Taboos have been 
relaxed and social restrictions weigh but lightly upon them. 
The man has passed through the successive stages of 
initiation: the woman has surmounted the dangers believed 
to be inherent in the approach of puberty, introcision, child¬ 
birth, and lactation. Both have little to fear horn the 
supernatural and much to hope. It may be that their life 
is set at a lower potential, and that they are less vulnerable 
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to sorcery and the misbaps that may befall the able-bodied. 
The spirits of the dead hold no terrors for them, and I have 
seen an old man wax mdignant becan.se his sleep had been 
disturbed by the shouting of others in the camp who feared 
that there were dfuturi in the undergrowth. There is 
compensation in the respect tliey enjoy and in the authority 
they wield over the secular activities of the younger genera¬ 
tion ; in their control of the ritoal Mfe, They have managed 
to find food for themselves and their dependants during the 
preceding years. 

The headman as the representative of the horde performs 
the rain-making ceremony and thoise for kangaroo, sun, 
moon, and stars. His old wife or his sister often carry out 
those for the spedes with which women are most immediately 
concerned in foraging for food. These vtudwiny, enduring 
almost unchanged through the centuries, present their 
immobility against all the insecurity of drought and the 
uncertainty of the passing seasons. The rite is simple^—the 
rubbing of the stone, the utterance of a short fortnula—but 
it is sanctified by myth. TThe action creates faith there 
will be sufficient for the coming year. Totemism, thpTi_ 
generates the belief that man and woman can cope with the 
problems of their environment, and that the old men and 
women who perform the rites will release the supernatural 
power in the stones and the pools to bring fertility to the 
earth. 

Whether these rites are religious or magical is a question 
subordinate to their actual function, Frazer has declared 
that in themselves they appear to be purely magical ^ j 
and in so far as they automatically achieve an increase, 
they fall within Frazer's definition of magic, in which there 
is no prayer for the intervention of a supernatural being.* 
But the increase ceremonies cannot be considered apart from 
the rest of totemism. In the myths that sanction them, 
the totemic ancestors are d^cribed as having interceded 
once, and as having made provision for all time. Their 

* Ji FriMT^ p, 2S7- 

^ Tk^ GiMm Bbd. edtix, prp. 48 - 5 ( 1 . 
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supernatural power has been concentrated, stored as it were, 
in certain stones, rites, and spells; and their utilization 
under certain conditions releases the power once again for 
the benefit of aboriginal men and w'omen. It is an inter¬ 
vention in the past, and, therefore, the distinction between 
this and a prayer for intercession in the present is one of 
chronology and possibly of greater certainty of success. 
But whether we uldmately call the increase ceremony 
magic or religion, it is obviously rooted in religious belief. 
For totemism is a religion, in so far as it comprises a set of 
beliefs in supematuial beings of the mythical past; in so 
far as these beings eitercise an ethical control over the 
behaviour of aboriginal men and women through the laws 
they have established for marriage, kinship, local and 
political organization; m so far as these beliefs centre 
around man's relationship to nature and sacrilize it in a 
system of ritual and mythology. 

Death 

These ceremomes then, centre mainly on the means of 
sustenance. Others, as we shall sec later, take the individual 
through the physiological crises of birth, maturation, 
puberty, and adolescence. But these are two poles to the 
axb of reh'gion—life and also death. The belief in 
immortaiity, the rites for the dead and for the welfare of 
the relatives who are living, have been evolved to meet the 
shock of the rending of emotional ties, the cessation of 
personal contact. The repercussions through the kinship 
groups are the more intense vrhen the dead is an adult, 
Perhajjs the blow falls heaviest on the surviving spouse. 
For a woman whose husband dies, the association of perhaps 
thirty or forty years is broken ; they have camped, reared 
children, loved, quarrelled, and faced all the exigencies of 
existence together, A focus for her activities, interests, 
and sentiments has suddenly been removed. And for the 
widower there is a similar disruption of ties. The new 
rituation demands a reorientation of habits, a change m 
life, the creation of new interests, and possibly a drawing 
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closer to surviving kmdred and a greater dependence upon 
them. 

How do the natives of the Kimberleys meet death ? 
As in most communities there is a reluctance to face 
complete extinction, or as Professor Malinowski has phrased 
it, a ■' deep need to deny personal destniction, a need which 
is not a psydtological instinct, but is determined by culture, 
by co-operation and by the growth of human sentiments," ^ 

But the belief in immortality, if it brings compensations, 
exacts its own nemesis ; for it has given the spirits of the 
dead {d)ua:ri) the power to influence the living either 
malevolently or bcalguly. Rites must be performed for 
them, tabo^ observed by the kindred, for it is on the 
relatives that the most serious responsibilities fall. The 
living also have their needs. They must be braced against 
the shock of suffering, grief, and fear, that follow in the 
train of death. Moreover, kinship ties are so strong that the 
djud.-ri may seek to take the surviving relatives with them.* 
The mourner must be protected, not by the spear nor the 
fighting-stick, for these are of little avail here, but by a 
barrier of taboos and ritual observances, by the performance 
of rites for the Anal disposal oi the remains of the dead. 

The attitude is a complex oue. Because of the closeness 
of a former tie, the mourner is likely to sicken and depart 
from the world. On the other hand, it is only by a partial 
withdrawal from the ordinary activities of the community, 
by attaining some measure of identity with the dead, by 
emphasizing sorrow and undiminished affection, by reaffirm¬ 
ing the strength and the importance of those kinship ties 
that are basic to life, that the mourner can protect him m* 
herself against death. 

There is little interest manifested in the Land of the 
Dead. It does not offer compensations and benefits to 
those who have been denied them during their lifetime ; 

* B. MiiiamwgSo, Cutiurt, p. 641. 

> Pn^fcsi^r Baddt&e-Bmwn hu described m simaTaT reiictioa to deatli 
ajnoD^ the Andaman Ifl^andenL The ceremonies and labooi also bear 
compariuD. Vide Tk* yiEiq^dafnan Itiondfrif p. et aeqr 
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perhaps because there is little or no economic inequality 
in tlie aboriginal oominunity where all are assured of care, 
pTOtectioUj and food during childhood, or when they are 
too weak to fend for themselves in old age. Both men and 
wom^, in the course of their existence, f ulfil obligations, 
submit to restrictions, but they also enjoy rights and 
privileges. There is no question of spending this life in 
preparation for the next; of devoting it to a cult of death. 
The Land of the Dead lies to the west. The spirits, however, 
occasionally return to their own country, to their graves 
or to the gorges where their bones have been hidden. They 
are sometimes seen at night, generally by the " medicine¬ 
man " and " medicine-woman " who can visit and obtain 
from them the magical power to eflect cures and even 
inflict injuiy. 

I witnessed two sets of deferred mourning ceremonies 
at Forrest River ; they corresponded in most details with 
the descriptions I received of the rites in east and south 
Kimberley. 1 was present at only one death, that of an old 
woman at Moola Bulla w'ho was buried in a ravine about two 
miles away. The accounts of death then are based largely 
on statements given me by the natives. Here we are mainly 
concerned with, firstly, the rites for the disposal of the corpre 
of a woman and any light they may throw on her value 
to her kin and to the community; and secondly, the 
behaviour of her surviving female relatives. 

SOHCERV 

II IS accepted that death is imminent m old age, hut w'hen 

an able-bodied adolescent or adult dies, the normal course 
of life has been subjected to interference, and the reason is 
sought in the abnormal or the supernatural sphere. The 
breaking of a taboo, contact with supernatural forces or 
sacred objects without ritual precautions may result in 
sickness ; but death itself is due to the malevolent agency 
of the sorcerer who has misused powers obtained from 
Kaleru and the and has directed them against 


213 ABORIGINAL WOMAN 

individijals who have no defence at the time- This belief 
in turn entaib a whole system of activities devoted to the 
discovery of the sorcerer. The bammambin, who has himself 
obtained his craft from the rainbow-snake and the djtta,'ri, 
will look at the stones which have been touched by the 
juices fallen from the platform on which the corpse has 
been placed. From these he may be able to indicate the 
direction from which the sorcery has come. If the ^uUt 
is established definitely, the relatives will seek to kiU the 
murderer. If it is inconclusive, the elder relatives and 
baramambin will go apart secretly about a year later, take a 
bone or the skull, paint it with red ochre and blood from 
their forearm, bury it in an ant-bed with a fire, and chant a 
particular spelL It is believed that the murderer will 
sicken and ^e. It is not always left to supernatural ven¬ 
geance to take its course, however, and if a suspected man 
falls ill, he may have to answer to the charge of murder, 
I witnessed three cases of this, but each time the man was 
successful in proving his innocence. 

Aboriginal woman is never the sorcerer. She will take 
her revenge by inflicting illness on her enemies, but its 
eficcts are never mortal. She, as a bareftuimbil, may secure 
wuridji (magical stones} from Kaleru, but she can never use 
her power as the sorcerer does, The reasons for this remain 
speculative, as the natives simply a^rt; " Lubf& can’t kill 
'em ; no more moa'^nari (murderer)." It may be that she 
is never accredited with motives that vrould impel her to 
resort to sorcery; but the more probable explanation may 
lie in the fact that the men are the warriors; they are 
primarily responsible for the defence of the community 
and the revenge to be taken when one of its members is 
injured. If the guilty man cannot be identified or is not 
within striking distance of a spear then they have other 
methods in which magical power is utilized to achieve the 
same object. This form of " sorcery ” is thus a means of 
administering justice. When it begins at home it is 
legitimate. But it will not be regarded as such by the 
relatives of the supposed murderer if he dies. For one thing 
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they may not be convinced of his guilt; but whether he is 
culpable or not, the loss of a member to the horde demands 
retaliation in kind. Moreover, sorcery can be used for 
illegitirnate ends, to satisfy a grudge against a man or a 
woman which docs not warrant such extreme mea-snras. 
The women know the general form of the rite, but not the 
songs. These axe known to the men alone. It is for this 
reason that the sorcerer must always be a man. But there 
is also the belief that such magic is used for legal 
purposes within the tribe ; therefore the sorcerer is sought 
outside it. 

Of course, the function of this conviction is obvious in a 
community where the men and women who are relatives of 
the dead have not had the satisfaction of seeing the murderer 
struck down by a spear. They can derive comfort from the 
thought that magical steps have been taken which will 
ultimately encompass his death. It is a checkmate to the 
malevolent sorcerer who is working against the security of 
the community. 

Ritual at Death 

But to return to the immediate moment of death itself. 
The relatives gash their heads and wail, but they do not 
approach the body or see to its disposal. As the Aborigines 
say : " Him sorry alonga dead fellow ; no more go alonga 
him." In the extremity of their grief they cannot endure 
to have any close contact with the body. More distant 
relatives remove the hair from the corpse, weave it into a 
tfo/tnift (hair-belt) and keep it till the deferred mourning 
ceremonies are p^ormed. If the person is very old or a 
mere infant, burial is in the ground; otherwise the body 
is placed on a platform in a tree, covered with paper-bark, 
branches, and stones, and left till the flesh has rotted awfay. 
The reason given for this different form of interment was 
that an old person " was close-up dead ", The tree-bimal 
may be an index to social value, but its purpose according 
to the natives was to permit the body-jnices to fall on the 
stones beneath for the divination of the murderer. 
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In the meantime, the husband or wile and afftnal relatives 
have smeared themselves with mud-Atffcw-I; the mother, 
father, brother, sister, son, and daughter, paint themselves 
with red ochre, which is not renewed when it wears off. 
The wife shaves off her own hair, and at Forrest River she 
leaves her hushand's country until after the deferred 
mourning ceremonies have taken place. She may afterwards 
remarry, often becoming the wife of her late hushand's 
brother. In some of the tribes, I was given special terms for 
the bereaved relatives. In the Lunga the mother is called 
da;tubany ; the widow or widower, du:mbt??!t ; the son or 
daughter, A certain hiatus occurs in ordinary 

activities and speech. The camp of the dead is deserted; 
the belongings, such as kulamoHi, fighting-sticks, boomer¬ 
angs, spears, and blankets, are burnt. The dogs, if they 
are a woman’s, are given to her daughter or mother ; if 
a man's then to his son or brother. Some said that dilly- 
bags and dresses would not be destroyed, but at least, some 
of the personal effects are. The name of the dead is avoided 
by men and women, partly out of sorrow, and partly out 
of fear that if this is not done the djuaiH wiU come to the side 
of the person who breaks the taboo. Moreover, other relatives 
in the vicinity would be angered at this lack of respect and 
affection for the dead. If the latter has invented any 
coiToborees during his lifetime, they are not performed by 
his horde again, though this does not apply to the rest of 
the tribe. 


MouRNtNC Taboos 

But those who stand in particular danger would seem to 
be the female relatives; therefore, they must make their 
grief the more obvious and adopt additional precautions. 
They observe a taboo on meat-tmi'-u.'to, and their diet is 
mainly limited to vegetable foods, small fish, snakes, and 
witchetty grubs (ludjef), the last two being never eaten by 
the rest of the community, except once by the men dtiring 

1 la thfi tribe, tlm br^tHer ud auter, however, paint themaelvc? 

witli dmnicw. 
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thdr initiation. The mouniing women may not even smdl 
Sesh, and if a kangaroo ia being roasted near by, they stuff 
their nostrils with grass. If they are old enough to perform 
increase ceremonies for the smaller marsupials, they reltain 
from doing so at this period. They also have string, dungul 
(djagal^D.), smeared with fat and red ochre \rhich they coil 
around their necks. They are ww-'Ju, or in pidgin-English 
” tubra got ’em string ". This custom was attributed to 
Porcupine who mourned in this fashion for her husband, 
\fagpie. in the ^aru^gani. If the women fail to do this, 
the djmm cause them to sicken from the food they eaL 
The taboo is only relaxed when the deferred mouming 
ceremonies are over ; a male relative touches their mouths 
with the fat of kangaroo and other meat and they are thetr 
permitted to eat it. The string is a visible sign that the 
taboo is being observed: it, as it were, insulates them 
against the unwelcome attentions of the dead. Even 
now'adays most women keep the custom faithfully. There 
were three in the camp at Bedford who were wearing 
string, one for her mother, another for her mother's brother 
and another for her mother*s mother's brother. I heard 
of only one instance of a woman failing to do so, and she 
was afraid to come to the inter-tribal meeting because of 
the punishment she would receive from those who were 
more scrupulous in their duties to the dead. 

Now apart from the fact that these mourning ceremonies 
throw into sharp relief a set of kinship relations, they also 
emphasize, like so many other features of cultural life, the 
importance of the tie with the mother and her kindred. 
They must be carried out just as completely for them 
as for the father's line of descent. The rites are also a 
recognition of the binding character of the marital relation¬ 
ship, of the sentiment of affection that Is assumed to exist 
betw'een husband and wife. But why is it that the most 
exacting taboos should fall on the women, irrespective of 
whether the deceased is male or female ? Natives couch 
their explanation in terms of the greater danger that 
threatens them. Why are the women more vulnerable ? 
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If the rites were more stringent when the deceased was a 
man, then they might be indicative of his greater importance 
or value to the community \ but this is not the case. Are 
they then a reflection of the value of the women, the 
dependence of the group upon them in economics and 
child-bearing ? If this is one factor in the explanation, 
then the djuoiri may wish to have their company in the 
Land of the I>ead, and so the women must adopt additional 
measures to protect themselves against sickness. 

Equally significant for its bearing on the position of 
women is the fact that the deferred mourning ceremonies 
for them are just as elaborate as those for the men.^ When 
the Sesh has rotted away, the more distant male relatives 
first " smoke " themselves, take the bones, paint and wrap 
them in paper-bark. They then bring a bundle to the 
relatives for the last rites to be performed. The ceremonies 
are one of the few occasions when a woman, albeit a dead 
one, is the object for the organiaation of an inter-tribaJ 
meeting. Furthermore, the mother, if she is alive, (failing 
her, the son and daughter) is the chief mourner and the 
first to M?ail over the bones. The hair-belt of the deceased, 
t<^ether with gifts of spteais, diliy-bags, and other articles 
are given to her by those who have brought the bundle. 
She keeps one or two for herself, and distributes the rest 
among the other relatives, who have provided wjid-honey 
for the visitors. She carries the bones around after the 
others have mourned, and finally deposits them in the 
horde-country of the deceased close to his or her spirit- 
centre if possrble. At Lyne River, some of them were 
placed where the umbilical cord had been buried, others 
where he had been initiated, and the rest at his spirit- 
centre. And the same was done for a woman with the 
exception that the camp where she was bom took the 
place of the centre for initiation. It is no matter that she 
has lived tlie major part of her life in her husband's country. 
Eventually, she returns to her own country. 

* niy wtJde m •’ Death and Befernd MootniBg Ceremoiitoa " ia 
Ouania, VI, pp. 39-47, Iw u accowit at these practices at Fatrcet BiTer. 
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The ceremonies then are a means of ensuring that all 
the duties will be carried out for the dead- They erect a 
barrier of faith against the unknown and ail that is to be 
feared in death : they provide the survivors with a dogma 
of comfort* security* and a belief in immortality. In the 
end some sort of equilibrium is established between the 
living and the dead- When the mourning has been completed 
and the first extremity of grief has passed, the relatives 
have little to fear froin their own kin who are djjm:Ti. 
They keep a small piece of one of the bones or a lock of 
hair, and through this medium, the djua: 7 i are able to 
warn them of the approach of an enemy. The djfm:ri 
also teach thetr kindred new corroborees, and instruct the 
person who w^ishes to become a baramambin or barant^mbil 
in his or her craft. 

I have tried to convey some idea of the and 

the totemic ancestors, to show that aboriginal men 
and women are linked with these through their totems and 
their spirit-centres, that they are bom with a spiritual 
heritage- Through their parents, they enter into a relation 
of kinship with the rest of the community ; through them 
they contract rights of ownership over certain horde- 
countries, which ate again associated with certain totemk 
ancestors. But the latter are not fantastic beings of a 
mythical past having little relevance for present-day 
actualities. They moulded the contours of the country, 
channelled the hills with streams, and splintered the plains 
with rivers and billabongs- They laid down the pattern 
which Life must follow ; they instituted the law of marriage, 
the kinship ob%ations, and methods of obtaining food* 
Through the reciprocity of kinship rights and duties the 
individual is helped and supported in daily activities, 
in the satisfying of needs with a minimum of social conflict- 
But where human care and experience fail, the totemic 
ancestors have left in the keeping of the old men and 
women of the horde the power to ensure by ritual means 
a normal supply of game* fish, and food, and an adequate 
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rain fall for the coming season. With the rites that protect 
the itidividuaf against the supernatural dangers and illness, 
with those that endow with strength and success I shaU 
deal later. 

But when sorcery breaks through the ritual guard, or 
when the spear inflicts a mortal wound, then the interventioii 
of the totemic ancestors in the past has provided a whole 
cycle of ceremonies in which those ties that are basic to 
existence receive a final, ritual, and symbolic expression. 
On the one hand the ties with kindred are reaffirmed in 
the mourning rites by the duties performed for the corpse : 
on the other, the imperishable link with the horde'country 
is acknowledged in the necessity of bringing the bones of 
a man or a woman back to it, and if possible to the spirit- 
centre, where he or she was found as a spirit-child prior 
to conception. Some of the djmt.'ri are remcarnated in 
the living; others continue to wander over the land and 
are a source of protection to their kindred. Religious beliefs 
and ritual then tend to buttress life at those points where 
it is most vulnerable. The responsibility of performing 
rites is not in the hands of the younger generation of either 
sex. It is age that is important, bemuse of its experience, 
its record of past dangers surmounted. To the old men and 
women is entrusted the duty of handing on mythology, 
ritual, and sacred formulae which arc felt to be vital to 
existence. 

In the light of these facts, we cannot speak of women 
as either lacking a reUgioti or as possessing one that is 
compact of fears and anxieties. Nor can we speak of them 
as representing the profane element in the community. 
Like the men they have their spiritual affiliations, their 
totems, their beliefs, their links with the Time Long Past. 
By virtue of this, they have a right to the compensations 
which religion affords and to the sense of security it 
engenders. 


CHAPTER IX 


WOafEN‘S CEREMONIES 

We itave shown that totemkin has its roots in the needs 
that abonginal men and women share in common with 
many other primitive peoples* Too often, however, discussion 
has tended to centre on the initiation ceremonies and the 
ifuru^a ■ the women's rites associated with childbirth and 
menstruation have often been unrelated to the general 
context of religion, treated cursorily, and as a minor feature 
of native life* Spencer and Gillen tuck them away un¬ 
obtrusively in a small chapter entitled “ Peculiar Native 
Customs Certainly the men's rites are more elalxirate 
and have wider social repercussions j but some writers 
have been so dazzled by their spectacular character that 
they have overlooked the significance of women's ceremonies* 
with thdr sparse economy of spell p taboos, social organiza^ 
tion. and bodily omamentation. They have been tempted 
to view the men's ceremonies as the nucleus^ as the 
crystallization of religious values in society^ 

In one of the latest books on the Aborigines. Dr* Wamer 
has given an excellent account of the ritual life of the 
men. But while he is ready to admit that a “ woman has 
considerable independence *\* at the same time he considers 
her to represent the profane section of the community, 
" The personality before birth is purely spiritual i it becomes 
almost compietely profane or unspiritual in the earlier 
period of its life when it is classed socially with the females, 
gradually becoming more and more ritualized and sacred 
as the individual grows older and approaches death, and 
at death once more becomes completely spiritual and 
sacred. This is the life of all Mumgin men* A woman, on 

^ spencer nud 'Gillen, Ths Arunta. vcL £i^ p. 480 et wq, 

* W, Wsimer, A p. 91. 
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the other hand, passes out of the sacred existence of the 
unborn to the profane existence of the bom and the living, 
and back again to the sacred existence of the dead; but 
little sacred progress is made during her lifetime," ‘ Or 
again : " Obviously the principle of the social bifurcation 
of the sexes has been used to create the lowest status, 
that of women and children." * How far are these generaliza¬ 
tions applicable to the Kimberleys and to other Australian 
tribes ? 

The economic background, the belief in a mythical past 
and the toteraic ancestors, the complicated initiation 
ceremonies for the men—all these present striking similarities 
in the two regions. But apparently the Mumgin have no 
increase ceremonies corresponding to those found elsewhere 
in the N orthem Territory. In their place is a highly complex 
cult centring around the snake, Yuriut^tr,* the ritual 
purification of men and women, and the regulation of the 
alternation of the " wet " and *’ dry " seasons.* The only 
//nrntfii mentioned are of the buUroarer type, the rmndd- 
prindi, which are associated with the snake and axe used 
in the Gunabibi ceremony.* There are also rites for the 
" higher totems" or rangas. in which the women have no 
part.* Unfortunately he has given little material on the 
particular ceremonies of the women, bow far these are 
considered sacred and linked with the totemic ancestors, 
and what is the attitude adopted by the women towards 
the men and their activities. Nor has be sliown the extent 
to which the division into initiated and uninitiated operates 
throughout the total social structure, and how far it 
determines the position that the women occupy in marriage 
and other spheres of secular life. By reducing a complex 
of factors to a simple antinomy of initiated and uninitiated, 
he develops the theory of male sanctity as oppceed to female 

^ Idsm. tip. dti, pp, S-e. ■ rhl4.,i p. Br 

• Ibid., p. * Ibki,, □. 3SS. 

■■ op. cit-, ppr 290-e. 

* These higher ttitcmiq muy be dmilftr to tht edit totonu 

iSRcrIbecI by Froftssor Elldja in the South Austrslbn tnlxa {wds 

pp, LS9-14J}^ and to the watdjiri ojqd mttnri ol the Kiii]b^c 3 r 9 ^ vhith 
UQ represoDied ia the oorpitboiN never sera by thA wd^scq. 
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profaneness. " Masculinity is inextricabty interwoven nith 
ritual cleanliness, and femininity is equally entwined with 
the concept of uncleanliness, the former being the sacred 
principle, and the latter the profane. This sexual dichotomy 
and its correlation with the Mumgin beliefs of what are 
the sacred and profane elements of the group, are again 
connected with a further principle of human relations, 
namely, that of superordination and subordination. The 
superordinate male group made sacred through the rit ual 
initiation of its individual members into the sacred group, 
and maintained as a unit by continual participation in 
the rituals, subordinates the female group which is unified 
by virtue of exclusion from the ceremonies and of ritual 
uncleanliness/' ^ 

In the Kimberleys the men have initiation and tjuru^n 
ceremonies besides the corroborees centring around certain 
cult totems. On the basis of the exclusion of the women 
from these rites, it might also be possible to speak of male 
sanctity and female profaneness, had we not already seen 
that in its broader aspects, religion meets the problems of 
both men and women. The tjuru^a are particularly sacred 
elements in the whole totemic complex, but the cult is 
rooted in and derives its validity from the beliefs about 
the iQaru'^gam and totemic ancestors—^beliefs we have seen 
to be sliared by men and women. There is the further 
point that has been overlooked, namely, that the men 
represent the uninitiated in the community in regard to 
the women's secret ceremonies which, if less spectacular, 
are, from the women's point of view, just as sacred. 

We can now' discuss those cecemonies associated with 
childhood, maturation, and puberty, some of which we 
have touched on already because of their social implications 
and their relationship to the physiological development of 
the individual. Here we are primarily concerned with their 
ritual aspect. I shall deal as briefly as possible with the 
ceremonies of the men by way of the similarities and contrasts 

' W. L, Wanier, op. clL, p. 394. 
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they offer with those of the women. If we are to understand 
the petition of women in ritual life, it is essential to analyse 
the nature of, and wherein lies the particular sacredn^ 
of the rites from which they are excluded. While I was in 
the field, four boys were initiated and I witnessed the 
subincision ceremony once, 1 was shown and given Ifurw^a 
in all the tribes I visited on my second expe^tion, with 
the exception of the Nyigina, Miriwun, Malngin, where I 
only spent a short time. I also saw cult totem corroborett 
in the Lunga, Wolmeri, and Djam tribes. Hence I was in 
a position to appreciate the importance of these ceremonies 
to the men and to estimate how much was really known to 
the women. 


Initiation of a Boy 

A boy begins his initiation into the ritual life of the men 
at the age of seven or thereabouts. He witnesses ceremonies 
which are daraigu or sacred, and which are fraught with 
a certain amount of supernatural danger for those who 
see them for the first time. Yet whDe they are more elaborate 
than those for a girl, children of both sexes are subjected 
during various food taboos during rnatuiation. These we 
have mentioned in an earlier chapter; they are also obsetyed 
by women during menstruation, pregnancy, lactation, 
mourning, and prior to the performance of their own secret 
corroborees. Can we detect any belief that is fundamental 
to their operation in all instances ? ‘ There is possibly a 
parallel in terms of immaturity between the embryo 
developing in the w'omb and the child who has not acquired 
the strength of an adult. There may be some idea that 
neither c an offer much resistance to illness and to magical 
powers. But this obviously does not apply to the taboos 
where adults are involved. Still in all such cases there is 

I Bearing on tMi qautJoii ot food taiMM u Um prohibitwa tor a yming 
persfl* to take iiUDd mad fire fropi oW niao awi wtimtii, leat the» lattef 
sliouUl tlevdap sons fsjta. I thinlc the exptanatiEm a prACtt&al one, 

for It UDileTUora the obligation of the young to and HuplKUt aged 
nilAtives who are too laeak to obtain food amt firewood for thrm^l vea. 
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contact with the supernatural and therefore ritual 
precautions must be taken. 

Functioh of Food Tabo(s 

There is little doubt that the food taboos have the effect 
of subjecting the boy and ^rl to the authority of their 
elders ; and that for the boy in particular they are a method 
of discipline, which is only relaxed by order of the old men. 
They place an additional value on the status of manhood 
and the ceremonies by which it is achieved. Nevertheless 
I do not think they generate a sentiment of dependence on 
society as Professor Radclifle-Brown would assert in regard 
to the Andaman Islanders.^ The boy and girl are supplied 
with food by their parents. During the period of his initiation 
the boy looks to the group who are initiating him for his 
necessities. Later, it is his wife who will contribute the 
bulk of the provender for the daily meals. As an old man 
he win supported by his dose relatives. An analysis 
would show that at different times he is under an obligation 
to different individuals, either blood or affinal relatives for 
his food. The sentiment of dependency is directed towards 
specific sets of individuals rather than to some vague entity 
called sodety. 

When we examined the taboos for pregnancy in an 
earlier chapter, we saw that the emphasis was primarily 
upon the welfare of the child and bringing it safely into 
the world; and that this was linked with the belief that 
it is affected by whatever the mother eats. She is denied 
certain kinds of meat, but she rehes mainly on her own 
efforts to support herself, her husband, and her children 
even during this period. The family is almost an independent 
economic unit. The taboos single her out from the rest of 
the community, and possibly make her aware of the 
importance of motherhood, but not necessarily of her 
dependence on society. 

* A. _H. TA# Aitdiiman IthnJm, pp, 278-394, 

iw M diKuisiaa of i n i tj a tiffn in lefertace to tood tabow. 
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Th« natives stress the supcmatuTBl dangers attendant 
on certain crises or on the perfomiance of certain rites. 
Tlie health, even the life of the individual may be ailected 
by the class of foods eaten, The question docs arise as to 
why certain foods in particular are dangerous. The 
hypothesis put forward by Professor RadcliSe-Brown 
provides a due. Those which are difficult or dangerous to 
obtain or are highly priaed come to be associated with 
magical properties.^ This generalization apart from one 
or two exceptions would seem to apply to the Kimberley 
tribes as well. I can only raise the issue here, as it would 
require a more detailed study than is possible within the 
survey of this book. Suffice it to say, that on the occasions 
we have mentioned the individud is believed to have 
something to fear from the supernatural, and that certain 
foods are the medium by which he or she may be endangered. 
But it we arc ready to admit that the native believes in a 
supematuial, that it is an important concept in reflating 
his conduct, then one aspect of the problem of taboo is 
the way in which it determines the attitude towards the 
forces on which welfare is felt to depend. By taking measures 
to protect himself, he comes to realize something of the 
nature of the powers which control existence. One of the 
functions of the taboo is to generate sentiments of fear, 
reverence and probably dependence with regard to the 
supernatural; and we cannot at the last minute substitute 
for it that amorphous being " society 

Besides these taboos the boy both prior to and immediately 
after circumcision and subincision must avoid direct contact 
with women, lest he sicken, for the ceremorues in their 
ritual aspect are exclusively male, and centre around the 
attaining of manhood. He is warned that on pain of death 
he must not reveal anything he has seen to them, for it is 
" proper blackfeUow business ", He is instructed in tribal 
law, and before circumcision is permitted to see a coiroboree 
in which the old men dance with (a small type of 

ijuru^a), though he may not yet touch nor call it by name. 
* op. dt., p. 2139. 
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He also vetches some of the cult totem corroborecs, aod 
others performed on the niglit before the operation. His 
introduction to all these rites is marked by ritual safe^ 
guards: he must be held over the smoke of a fire, and 
after the dances he must touch the heads of the old 
men. 

The operation has already been described in relation 
to the kinship groups which take part. There is only one 
point I would wish to make here, namely, that there 
was no delight in torturing the boy or prolonging the 
agony unduly, as some of the earlier writers have claimed. 
TTiere was even one song which was chanted to malfft the 
kmfc cut ea^Iy and quickly. Afterwards, food provided 
by dose relatives of his parents was eaten by the ^K.-fn&afta 
and lambera who were present at the ceremony. It was 
never shared with the women, lor like the ceremonies, it 
was dara/gH.^ Before the initiators leave, they smear the 
boy wdth sweat from their armpits so that he will have no 
bad after-effects. 

At the age of fourteen or fifteen he undergoes subincision 
with a similar observance of taboos, avoidance of women, 
and witnessing of more corroborees. He is now waramy. 
He is given a pubic pearl-shell {^agiUi), armbands {wida}, 
and a bilia'^a or to swing. When about seventeen 

or eighteen he is presented with the white cockatoo feather 
[darrga) and is classed with the young nien or djUii^. Later 
he eats white-ant larv^ {djamindil), though this is attended 
with particular danger because of the fear of flood!! from 
KaUru, He is segregated for five days in the charge of an 
old man, and he must not drink from the river, lest Kaim* 
should seize him. This is the last of the food taboos to be 
relaxed. However, he will uot cat the larvae again until 
he is old, for it is women's food. Its significance here is 
that he is probably ready to resume contact with the women 
and take a wife shortly. After this he is given a guneri 

^ J. G. WithneJ] DieDiioing that thtf old tKfomjcii In the Filbaira district 

W^tern AuEtmUa in the fcaat BJicr thi: operatioda an bey. 

Kid# TA# Cusi&ms and TwiHons q/ tAf of Korlk-Witi 

Ausiraiia, 
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(another type of tfaru^a). and when married he [s referred 
to as wamtna:. 

Now the women can describe the operation; they know 
by whom it is performed, but they are ignorant of the 
songs which are sung, the full details of the mjrths and of 
the fact that concentric circles are drawn on the backs of 
the initiators with the blood from the wound of the subindsed 
boy. Their r 61 e is one limited to the dancing of the yoslyu, 
and to the gathering of food for the visitors. In the Wolmeri 
tribe after the cycle of corroborees has been enacted by 
the men in secret, the women are summoned to the danci ng 
ground, where they throw burning grass at the men and 
seek to take the boy away from them. At certain stages 
the kinship bonds with the mother and her relatives assert 
themselves. She tries to keep back the boy; and when 
the operation is over, she receives him in the camp, strikes 
him with a tassel commanding him not to fight and not 
to run after womenA 

The boy is made to feel his identity with the men and 
their activities. He is initiated into rites which are sacred 
and the means by which he reaches adult status. The 
excitement of a large inter^tribal gathering, the emotional 
tension that the ceremonies generate, the care bestowed on 
him—all impress the occasion on the boy as a momentous 
stage in his life, and give some inldmg of the lesponsibilities 
to be assumed later. 

1 Spencer ia & 107. mentioiu that in the tribe, 

the mather this blixid wMcll tuu Mien 1mm the wound qI her son at 
cifotimtl&kiD, BJid which hu been collected on at piece papei'-bark. 
I^tcr she eee^ the foreskin. On p. 16$ he that the mottuer is 
givem a piece of Inrlc on which hOiti fallen qlood froKP the snbincision ceremony. 
Ttm Abe buries in the bonk of a tofoon. Ihid is tnboo to other 
women foi two yws, when the is then burned oU, The blood mokes 

the lilies grow. Tho NnUalcan hove o similar pnictice„ tridt p. 175. In 
the Koitish the blood ia smeared over the elEfer sisters ond motlier of 
the b<ay» tddt Tho vol. p. +8*1. Dr. Wanicf oIbo aya that in 

the Mumgin tribe, the mother is consolicd about the holdiiif of tfaje 
dJtrnsndsioQ cmmcuiy^ M.F^.K., Amor^ Anlk-t 19^* p. 2+6r Professor 
Hlkin has obo said that in the tribe, an old woman moy oppreoch 

the boy just initiated ood anointed with the blood from the ^'eins of the 
men. She hdSds ckm to bis abdomen o dish in vhkh there is wme of bio 
blood. Vido S^.T*, p. 53. All these prodJees. with ths eacciptton ^ the 
Last, indicate the importonce ond feoog^tlon of the tie with the mothsf. 
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T/URUpA 

Before retumitig to the rites for wotneti, I shall consider 
the tjunt^a, since they constitute the most sacred objects 
in a cult evolved by the men on the basis of totemism 
and beliefs about ^^rw^gam. They are not associated with 
spirit children, nor with increase ceremonies, though the 
markings possess a significance similar to those found 
among the Aninta.^ They represent the water^holes by 
which the totemic ancestors camped, fire and dood 
encountered, the tracks of the ancestors themselves. They 
are of different sizes, shapes, designs, and importance. 
Ranging from the least to the most sacred, these are the 
btdifwarKv or bilhT}a. mandekit gHnati, krogu, djahany, 
minVt, yinha:du, mangu-nna, banrgtda. ka«dila;, and wadis:^ 
The last three are only seen by the very old men. They 
were all handled with extreme reverence, they were hidden 
in a storehouse or wu:dgu (D.) and were never seen by the 
women. A man might be given his first gunari by his 
i!}u:mbana or lamhera, and he inherited others from his 
father and his brothers. They were occasionally lent, or 
one might be given to a man as a reward for and as a means 
of successfully carrying out vengeance on a murderer, 

Now these objects are not simply relics of the Time 
Long Fast, to be worshipped without reference to the 
problems of ordinary existence. Emphasis must be laid 
on their practical value for we are dealing with an esscatially 
practical people. In the first place, they are shown to the 
young circumcised boy '* to make him strong fellow \ to 
make him grow-up ”, They endow the owners with strength, 
prestige, success in warfare, hunting, and in love • Their 
saciedness is utilized for male purposes, for secular and 
practical ends. 

Since the women are supposed officially to he ignorant 

^ Spt^EGT and QjUcn^r TAj Tot. I, ppr 

■ SpcnuxT also wt& tor ih^ Arnnta tb&t cMunnga have similar quoUlles^ 
tnfi£r op, dt,, vol. pp. 10?, UO et sesq, Pmfesjor ElkLa hoa alsc^p^tcsd 
oDt similar Imu^ona at the r/ufu^d, vidw TMm 
p. 172. 
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of evan the existence of the ifuruya, they cannot be expected 
to attach the same overwhelming importance to them as 
the men do ; nor even to view the men as being particularly 
sacred on the score of their ownership of these objects. 
Certainly the women never applied the word to 

the men ] nor did the latter as far as I was aware ever 
refer to the initiated and elders by this term. It was 
reserved for the tjuru^a^ certain ceremoniesand the food 
eaten on those occasions. To the women the tfuruya were 
daraigti and gunbu, but their own beliefs about the 
and the acceptance of the supernatural sanctions lor then- 
conduct were not dependent on a knowledge and possession 
of such sacred objects. 

Only in exbeme old age were the Nyigitia women permitted 
to eat some of the food, though the Djaru, LungSp 

Malngin. and Wolmeri w^omen might see the gunari^ The 
men said jokingly in explanation : Him dose-up dead, 

might be him die anyway/' There w^as probably a recognition 
of the danger of the tfuru^a present to the uninitiated; 
but it would be unfair to attribute to the men a desire to 
hasten the departure of the aged from the world. Moreover, 
the old women perform the increase ceremonieSp and like 
the old men have actually less to fear from the supernatural 
than the younger generatiou. They have almost reached 
a stage of invulnerability^ for they are unlikely to provoke 
sorceryi or to commit those actions which might result in 
the infliction of penalties. There may even be some idea 
of conferring strength upon tham> though unfortunately 
I did not ask for information on this point. 

But the other women were not entirely ignorant of the 
existence of the t/ufu^a. They had obtained iilidt knowledge 
from the men. Sometimes the names of the gunari and 
kfoga were mentioned casually in their presence, though 
the women would look embarrassed and refuse to say 
anything. They were extremely reluctant to discuss the 

* R, PiddiaftoD. in p. 3S3, mentiimi that tlie^ld woepcii might 

g ftrt4lc« of the food oaten by the nurSL oa the Dccasion of ceremoiiy. 

penc«r and Gillmi in ytrujsfa say that th« wocDiea umettmea saw the 
thttringa ttnm a dbtance, voL i, p. TOO* t-H. L 
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matter with me even when we were alone, for they feared 
they might sicken, and that the men might also get to know 
about it. One woman, Wimgeml, reiterated again and 
again; " Lubra can't call 'em; Itthra can't know, can't 
know." Finally, she said ; " That blackfellow business, 
Man go away; sing him; tubfa know. Old woman got 
'em flour-bag (grey-hair), that one see him." The Lunga 
w’omcn referred to the i/urttifa as goa:lbum ; the Wohneri 
as ubi-ubi ; and the Djaru as limba;L They knew that 
they were made of wood, that they had markings on them 
that were ^entifgam, that they were associated with 
corroborees, that they promoted growth, and endowed 
with strength. One woman when die heard the buUroarers 
W’hicli the boys were using about half a mile away, said 
they were yitt^ram and darargu. Another womn of the 
Miriw'un tribe asserted that the i/uratfa were gugbu (taboo) 
and that women also had " marks " of their own. These 
statements are signilicant as revealing an attitude that 
places the lf»ru^a, the women's secret corroborees, and the 
w'ooden objects used during their performance into the 
same category. *’ Marks *' is the pidgiii-English for small 
message sticks owned by either sex. Here, however, I 
discovered that the reference was to a different type of 
wooden object—the mifini —which was never seen by the 
men. 

Illicit use was supposed sometimes to be made of the 
tfuru^a by the men. 1 was told how, long ago, a man called 
Bridjeri in the Wolmeri tribe took a wadia: and showed it 
to his tribal mother-in-law saying " Suppose you no come 
alonga me, me kill you." The woman was tenified and 
submitted to his wishes. The Djaru admitted that men 
sometimes used the gutiari to compel women to have 
intercourse. Of course the risk run is very great, and if 
discovered would result in death. How often this happens 
It is impossible to say, for there is every reason for concealing 
the occurrence. But it is probably unusual, for the men 
view the f/nmpd as something sacred never to be seen by 
the women. I should imagine that it would be a last resource. 
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especially since they possess more legitimate forms of love 
magic. 

ArmcroE of Women to the Men and theik Rites 

Especially significant is the attitude adopted by the 
women towards the men and their rites. How far do they 
acknowledge the superiority and sacredness of the male in 
practice ? For if the men really represent the sacred or 
more sacred element in the community, then one might 
expect the women to be cognizant of the fact and to accept 
it. We have already reiterated that both men and women 
are sacred in so far as they are linked by their totems and 
spirit-centres to the ^afu^gattu This is the birthright of 
every individual. It is open to question whether the simple 
recognition of the specialized religious character of some 
of the inen*s rites does necessarily generate a sentiment of 
reverence for the actual participants. The women, as far 
as I could judge from their comments, remained regrettably 
profane in their attitude towards the men. Respect, however, 
was given to the headman and the elders as seniois and 
authorities. \Vhen the younger men paraded in their 
feathers and paint after one of their ceremonies, they were 
certainly the object of admiration; but the spectacle was 
enjoyed as a dramatic one, and the praise uttered was in 
terms that suggested that the spectators regarded the men 
as potential lovers, and not as individuals near unto gods. 
Ultimately, respect and esteem were based on a knowledge 
of the younger men in mundane affairs, their temperamentaJ 
qualities desirable and otherwise, their prowess in war. 
bunting, and the dance. On this problem of the women's 
attitude among the Mumgin, Dr. Warner has little to say. 

To sum up then. The l/uru^a from the native ^int of 
view are in the nature of historical documents, since on 
them are inscribed events of the Time Long Past. They 
arc the prototypes of those first made by the totemic 
ancestors. In this lies their peculiarly sacred character. 
These, together with the cult totem corroborees, constitute 
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one of the focal points around which the ritual, the recreative, 
and artistic life of the men revolves. They also possess an 
economic aspect; when the young men see the guHnn, 
firogat and other tfururfa for the first time, they must hand 
over kangaroo to the initiators. SVhen the ijurtti/fa are 
returned after being borrowed a gift of food accompanies 
them. They may also be given to a man who has to revenge 
a death on behalf of another relative; and finally they 
bring success in hunting. 

They are associated with the education of the adolescents 
in the ritual activities O'! the men, with the acquisition of 
further knowledge about the ^^fu^gani and the totcmic 
ancestors. They are linked with the political control wielded 
by the old men. They are a means of buttressing their 
authority in other spheres, lor if the young men marry at 
an earlier age than is prescribed by law, they arc likely to 
be excluded from further participation in the secret and 
sacred rites. As one man expressed it: "Too much him 
bin go alonga htbra. Can’t see ’em g:(imn now,’’ In this 
respect such a man would occupy much the same i6k as 
the women, but without the hope of initiation into the 
women's secret rites. He would be a ritual outcast. 
According to native lights, he would be at a serious dis¬ 
advantage, for the l/uru7}a represent one of the main sources 
of interest in the life of the men. They are a means of 
acquiring prestige, success in fighting, hunting, and love 
affi^rs. 

The t/uruija thus touch on every aspect of culture; 
kinship, education, religion, magic, sex, political and local 
organization, economics, recreation, and art. They meet 
definite needs, create confidence, security, and a sense of 
well-being at those points where the men are vulnerable— 
in sex, hunting, warfare, and the period of adolescence 
when manhood and its strength have yet to be attained. 
To the women the tjurui^a are daraigu, gtmbu, blackfellow 
business, and like other ritual objects or rites tliey are 
associated with the totemic ancestors. The men’s secret 
coiToborees were also gttnbit to the women, but the latter 
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also possessed cult totems, though their ownership was 
never given the ritual expression, never couched in the 
same dramatic terms as it was for the men. 

Women's Rites 

Admittedly the rites of the men present a somewhat 
formidahle, imposing, if not awe^mspiringanay. But before 
we place aboriginal man on a monument and call him 
sact^, and put aboriginal woman at the foot of it and 
call her profane, let us consider the rites which she herself 
carries out. These are certainly less spectacular and fewer 
in number, but they bear much the same dose relation to 
her problems as the ceremonies of the men do to theirs. 

The women seem to have the same deeply rooted belief 
in the tfaruygant and the totemic ancestors as the men. 
The explanation is to be sought in the conditions of existence 
out of w'hich totemism has developed. These are still in 
a large measure operative for all members of the aboriginal 
community. As long as natives lack the scientific knowledge 
to control events, to redaim the unknown and its dangers 
from the supernatural, there will be a need for certain rites, 
though their performance and their apparent efficiency will 
also result in the strengthening of belief in those powers 
who were responsible for them in the Time Long Past. 

The absence of elaborate ceremom'^ during the adolescence 
of a girl may be due in part to the dificrent idle played 
by women in the secular life, and to the conditions of 
marriage in north-west Australia.’ Tlie adolescent boy 
does not reach the sodal status of an adult till he is eighteen 
or twenty. In the intervening period between puberty and 
marriage, he is learning how to track and stalk gome; 
he is acquiring profidency in the making and use of the 
spear and boomerang, for it is not until he is a skilled 
hunter and fighter and is able to defend a wife, provide 
her and her parents with game, that he is considered fit 

^ Initiation ittea for girli tseem to have been mons prdtmcted id tiio 
Boulia District in Qac^nulond, md£i W- Roth^ E.S.^ iectn. 3l0, 
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to many. Parallel with this, he is taken step by step through 
a series of rites, which implant in him a sense of identity 
Asith the men and their interests, and which according to 
native belief will endow him with strength to meet the 
new demands that are made on his endurance, and which 
will equip him with the power to face and assume the 
responsibilities of manhood. 

Now' the position of a girt is fundamentally different. 
After the first menstruation, she is able to assume the 
functions of a wife as a food-gatherer, a sexual partner, 
and a bearer of children. There is Uttle nneertainty in 
her work. She needs no magical net to snare the yam and 
the iguana. She has acquired the knowledge of the various 
types of tubers, roots, and berries that serve for food, and 
she can rely on her own powers of observation to obtain 
them. In warfare, she has little or no part ; nor does she 
require the moral support of a ritual weapon or gttnari. 
Her fighting-stick is adequate for the disputes in which 
she is likely to be involved. Therefore her first menstruation 
represents a crucial turning point in her Life. Just as it is 
believed that circumcision and its attendant ritual will 
stimulate grow'th in a boy, so there are rites either performed 
by the old men or women, which will promote the develop¬ 
ment of puberty in a girl. After her first menstruation there 
are no further stages of initiation comparable with those 
for a boy, probably because she is now capable of shouldering 
some of the duties of an adult. There are rites associated 
with chiidbirth itself, but none to increase fertility, though 
such do occur in other communities. The reason probably 
Lies in the nature of the spirit-children beliefs, and an 
ignorance of the true relation between sexual intercourse 
and conception. The onus is upon the man to find and 
dream of a spirit-child, and it is doubtful if the notion of 
female sterility exists. 

The period of her life between infancy and the approach 
of puberty holds few radical changes for a girl in regard 
to activities and associates. The norms of conduct are 
inculcated : in company with her mother and other female 
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relatives she steadily acquires a knowledge of economic 
resources and methods of exploiting them. But she also 
learns that the country was moulded to its present form 
by the totemic ancestors, and that at certain places they 
camped, fought, changed into stones or made wf4ti^ny. 
She hears about events of the Time Long Past; how a 
certain totemic ancestor fashioned a digging-stick to unearth 
a yam; how another carved out the first kfitamon, and 
another used a large shell to carry water. She is told that 
she has totemic affiliations with some of the animals, birds, 
fish, reptiles, or plants. Thus on the concrete basis of her 
environment is reared another spiritual world. The remote 
past was the crucible in which were wrought those strange 
beings the totemic ancestors, within whose human forms 
were leashed the pov^rs that could sculpture the hills, 
cut a coarse for the rivers through the plains, create man 
himself, institute the rit^ believed to ensure his existence, 
protect him from pain and sickness, control the normal 
procession of the seasons and perpetuate natural forces 
and species. For the children the mourning rites present 
mainly a dramatic spectacle; their tragic import remains 
latent till they are older. Nor do they probably realise the 
importance of the increase ceremonies, till they cease to be 
completely dependent on their parents. With maturity 
comes the close interlocking of spiritual, physical, and social 
reabties; the integration of ritual, economic, and social 
activities. 


Pre-puberty Rites 

During early childhood a girl b faced with no major 
crisis that has its pronounced ritual background, though 
like the boy she ref^ns from eating certain foods, because 
it is thought they may injure her until she is fully developed. 
However, as the signs of puberty appear—the swelling of 
the breasts, the growth of pubic hair—she Is referred to as 
ufuleminit ; and some of the eiders in such tribes as the 
Lunga, Djaru, and Wolmeri, take *nitngua:Ka and chant 
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songs to bring her to sexual mahiiity. In the Ngadi and 
Waneiga tribes, the old women have rites to fulhl a similar 
purpose. Now just as certain totemic ancestors possess a 
particular significance for the men, so others such as Native- 
Companion, a small type of Chicken-Hawk, Crow, Porcupine, 
and a small Lizard have importance for the women. Some 
of these were responsible for the formation of the female 
genitals, and others for menstruation. The Malngin offer a 
different version from that obtaining in most other tribes. 
Two female snakes, Wuytnptid and were making 

digging-sticks by the fire. Djalp pierced her hymen and 
then did the same to Wuyuwud. In the BJaru, Lunga, and 
Wolmeri tribes, the myth describes how Native-Companion 
cut Crow and small Chicken-Hawk and so caused a flow 
of blood and menstruation. The Ngadi and Waneiga, who 
possess a similar myth, also declare that there is a stone 
where the rite was carried out, and that songs now known 
only to the women were sung by the female totemic ancestors 
to stop the flow of blood. Apart from the details of the 
last one, none of these myths were gunhu to the men; 
but in general it was the women who were familiar with 
them and displayed the most interest. 

Unfortunately, as I was never at Tanami and could 
only obtain accounts from the women living with the 
eastern Djani, it is impossible to say whether the puberty 
rites were in any way comparable with the subincision 
ccremomes tn the organization they might entail and the 
extent of their social repercussions,* According to accounts 
given to me, the girl was taken away just before puberty 
by the old women and smeared with charcoal. Then the 
old women sang: 


yara 

up 


gariiH 

En?w 

gars 


L 6tii gariJv 

bnwta grw 

tr gum^m ga;r& 

pubic hair grow 

^ For pitrocuioa nlw In at^cr tribes sea footniotes pp. 97-9#, Id Gtiipter 
IV, NyiguiBt at obc time pi^ictiaad intretiskiii, And ah <rfd womui per- 
fonned the rit«^ but nous of my mformBnte knew the Jron^. Am^tigsl the 
Wiiln it WAS perlomuad by tha baramambin^ but odc old wpirmii ible 
to give rac two of the ^on^p 
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3, 

kAftgaru 
Ipcp grow 

ba;i 

yAitnan 

clitnriA 

4. 

djaJirtat 

nel,1ra/^ 



djaPuru 

hymcd 


I could not always obtain a word for word translation. 

My informants would givo me a sentence in explanation 
for one term or else describe what was actually done^ as 
for example in No. 3 where they said the old woman wovdd 
feel the vulva of the young girl and then break the hymen. 
In the last song the women were supposed to throw bushes 
at the girl and sing so that she would soon find a djib^nir 
OT lover^ 

In a later rite^ the girl would be painted with red ochre 
and the old woman, probably her mother's mother, would 
lacerate the vaginal orifice* singing as she did so i 

Kadi kadi yttiman btiia* 

Eexaal LrrtcmicmjK cilitanfl 

The rite must be performed secretly away from the 
men or else it has Injiirious after-eflects on the girl. The 
men* too, sicken if they heard songs w^hich are damrgu 
and also Like subincision, introdsion is looked on 

by the natives as a preparation for marriage; it is carried 
out under the direction of the old w'Omen ; it has its taboos 
and mythical sanctions * it has Its ritual which sacrallzes 
the operation and at the same tiine^ according to the women, 
allows of its performance w'ith a minimuin of danger to the 
girL 

At her first menstruation a girl is secluded from the 
men, for any sort of contact would be injurious to her and 
to them* She remains with her mother or her mother's 
mother. At its conclusion she is painted with red ochre 
and brought back into the camp. During her later periods* 
she herself stands in no particular dajiger from association 
with the men, but she must not have sexual intercourse^ 
nor touch their belongings and food* lest they sicken-^ 


* SimUar litB m dbaErved thirsd|hDiit the greater part ef Australia 
^ HMatruaticui. nwsy are reponW by Spencer, N.T\N.T,A.. p. 326* 

5 H ^ ^F.Af.C,, p. 96; 

li- a. hmytii* AA ., I, p, 46, for the En^euQter Bay sativefl, and p. sJ 
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The latter have a sjwcial term Jamlfa^inu for menstruation, 
as distinct from that used by the women, lutrii.’tmra^. 

The girt may now- eat some of the foods hitherto forbidden 
her: she is now ready to assume the responsibilities of ati 
adult. If she does not marry she is called bali/mal. With 
marriage, she becomes karelH, and when she has a child, 
she Is t/aiil or valisjroA, In middle-age she is called ^amenit : 
and as an old w’oman she ts bul^ail. These terms have a 
social and physiological reference, and present almost as 
many distinctions as those appUed to the men during the 
different stages of their life. 


MEKSTBUAnON 


There are then for the girl rites that vary in complexity 
in the different tribes, and which taJte her tlurough the 
later stages of maturation and her first menstruation. How 
far the seclusion in the latter crisis is accompanied by 
emotional tension and even fear I had no opportunity of 
investigating during my fieldwork. Obviously, however, 
it must represent a new and important stage in her physio¬ 
logical, sodal, and ritual life. With the social readjustments 
it involves I have dealt in an earlier chapter. But there 
also exists a certain amount of ritual differentiation amongst 
the women, though it lacks the finely graded stages of 
initiation into a cult corresponding to that of the f/umga. 
With sexual maturity the girt may take part in the women’s 
secret corroborees. After she has had a i^ild, die may assist 
at the rites carried out for her female relatives. Later she 
gradually learns the songs that are dara:gu and gunbu to 
the men; and in old age, she directs proceedings and 
becomes responsible for the handing on of her knowledge 
to the generation of women below her. 

What in^portant is tliat the onset of mertstmation 


pp. 13-14 ; U,McCcnnel. 
"" P- 317 ^ L, Warner, CitilixalioH, pp. 7£-6; 

K. L, P^3ce=r, £.Tr, pp. Sfl-7p and many writco. A t Foireftt River, 
fflen^troaticiin waa tliolijgbt to its pateolial daagen and dm vrerneq 
at sucli times would not climb txes for lest they tuM. 
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docs not brand the girl once and for dl wth the mark of 
ritual uncleanliness : it does not unite her mth the rest of 
her sex in a common bond of impurity as Biiffault would 
seem to imply* Certainly menstruation is linked with 
femaleness as such. And in so far as it is a function that 
is not properly understocwl: m so far as it is associated 
with blood and tlie genitalsp it has become associated with 
taboos and rites, and has been identified with certain 
magical properties. But I never detected in the attitude 
of the men any disgust and horror of a menstruating woman^ 
She kept unobtrusively out of tJie way, and camped apart; 
but uhless one were familiar with the general habits of 
social intercourse, her segrcgatiou would not have been 
noticeable except at night, when she slept on the other side 
of the fire some few feet away from her husband. She was 
never spoken of as being dirty" or " undean ", though 
slie was^ftfro. 1 was not able to obtain from these natives 
any term for " filth " or dirt" with a moral implication 
of ritual undeanliness.^ Gunbu itself is used in a number 
of different contexts and means forbidden on pain of sickness 
or death. 

Of course in some communities, there is the idea that 
a menstruating woman is unclean, and that quite apart 
from any possible danger to others, she must purify herself 
at the close of each period. But I did not encounter this 
practice in North-West Australia. The blood would cause 
the men to sicken; hence she avoided paiiidpation in 
those activities where men v?ere involved. Particularly 
significant was the fact that she herself never referred to 
menstruation as or shameful; nor did she consider 

herself unclean. Had this been the attitude of the men 
one would have expected to find it reflected in the attitude 
of the women; but this was not the case. It is difficult 
to subscribe to Briffault^s statement that " the notion of 
her impurity, , * which per^'ades the ideas not only of 

^ Dr. Stanoer told me io coovor^tiaD Out he ^ could not discover 
Any fiir " dirt ** u used in a (moral sense iujtpU|$ the Daly River 
tribes. 
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the savage, but also of the peoples who regard themselves 
as most remote from him, have their roots in the primitive 
taboo attaching to the meustruaLl function We have no 
grounds for assuming it to be the prototype of all taboos. 
The assertion is based on an extraordinarLly limited approach 
to religion and magic, to the foundations of belief iu the 
supernatural, and to the wide series of factors and situations 
which affect the security and life of both men and women. 
There is, however, the question of the e,Ytent to which 
prohibition of sexual intercourse during pregnancy and 
menstruation places the aboriginal woman at a disadvantage 
as compared with the man. If her husband has not another 
wife, he may be tempted to seek satisfaction elsewhere. 
However, according to her own lights, she is not left defence* 
less, for she has certain magical songs which she believes will 
secure his hdelity, and with these 1 shall deal in the next 
chapter. The Kgadi and Waneiga women also perform a 
rite so that menstruation may end the sooner. Near 
Tanami, there is a small stone where Crow and Native^ 
Companion first menstruated in the Time Long Past, The 
women now visit it towards the end of their period, smear 
blood on their hair and sit on the stone, then mb it, chanting 
as they do so ; 


2 . 


^ Tsiirlely 

hmd^i 


ycltmofi djadjH 

dry " tndElXKie 

cJJtCdriA [blood ru nnin j £mm bockbose) 

djdibA kadi 

bhwd copnhLte 


The women said that the blood on the hair was ” bclonga 
play for boy “ ; that it w*ould arouse sexual desire. The last 
song was: 

ydiman djsya:Ta 

biulmnd " dry and ** 

cUtorii 


3. 


Kalrgany 

cMckea 


The woman then washes the blood from her hair and seeks 
out her husband. 

The native belief that menstrual blood has ma^cal 
properties is revealed again m those caste where the taboo is 

* K, Tit Moiktri, vbI. it p. 407^ 
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broken either umntenttonally or deliberately. A man who 
had sore eyes recalled that inadvertently he had taken 
tea from a menstruating woman. He mentioned this 
casually and expressed neither horror nor disgust . Sometimes, 
however, a woman wishes to have revenge on a man who 
has tired of her^ or on another who has refused to become 
her lover. During her courses she walks across his camp 
and touches his belongings. I heard of this practice in the 
Djaru, Malngin, Wolmeri, and other tribes; and a case 
occurred while I was in the camp with the North Lunga. 
A widow had desired intercourse with a certain man who 
was already married. He had refused, and she walked over 
his camp in his absence when she was menstruating. Two 
other women said they saw her do it. About two w-eeks 
later he sickened and 1 was told that be could only be cured 
by acceding to her wishes. But he was so soundly berated 
by his wife that he endured the lesser evil until the manager 
of the statioD came to his aid with medicine. Two women 
belonging to other tribes admitted that they had resorted 
to this method when they were deserted by their lovers. 
Now these cases suggest a paraUel to that of the man who 
showed a gmitri to a woman. A taboo was broken involving 
the opposite sex. The power inherent in a material object 
on the one hand, and in a physiological process on the other, 
was utilized to further illegitimate ends. Of course, the 
man’s behaviour was the more serious; he was committing 
a sacrilege in revealing the secrets of others. Whereas, 
although the woman was known to have broken the 
menstrual taboo, no action was taken against her apart 
from a tongue-lashing from her brother and a fight with the 
wife of the man who had sickened. But the instances are 
illuminating in that they show both a man and a woman 
will break a taboo to obtain their desires. 

Birth 

Apart from the limitations imposed on her association 
with the men during menstruation, a girl is not seriously 
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handicapped as she would seem to be in other communities^* 
With pregnancy^ however* she is subjected once more to 
the food taboos which she observed during maturation. 
They are a means of protecting the child developing within 
her womb, though she herself may sicken if she disregards 
them. It is not until the moment of deUvery that she stands 
in any particular danger ; she goes about her work, prepares 
food for her husband, makes the customary gifts, and has 
her usual social contacts. She may not have sexual inter¬ 
course, but my general impression was that the women were 
not alwa3^ scrupulous in this matter* 

Unlike the male ceremonies, many of the womeu^s had 
not the additional function of being both collective and 
recreative. From one point of view they were severely 
practical, in that they appeared to be solely concerned with 
solving a particular problem, protecting from danger and 
alleviating pain. As far as I am aware, birth songs have 
not been reported from other parts of the continent, and I 
did not know* that there were any in North-West Australia. 
But it seemed highly probable that the women might have 
some secret ritual for dealing with prolonged labour and the 
possibility of haemorrhage. I had more difficulty in obtaining 
and account of the songs for cluldbirth from the w^oraen. 
than I had in discussing initiation and the i/um^a with the 
men^ perhaps because I did not know for certain whether 
they existed, and perhaps because they were known only in full 
detail to the advanced in middle-age or the very old women, 
who guarded them jealously. It was not until I had been 
seven months in the country that I finally heard the first 
songs, although I had seen a w^omen^s secret corroboree 
about three months previously* An old Wolmeri woman 
began by saying decisively : no got 'em song, no got 'em ; 
me no savvy.” By dint of sitting m front of her for half an 
hour and declaring just as decisively: "You savvy, you 
got ^em ; me bin hear alonga "nothcr one tribe you got 

^ Dr. Gmaqnist in re^mrl to the vromca La that ** it 

draws tmrrgw limits to partio^tioti in life and religicm . . . and 
that it qiita IhMtt off tram many things ", Morriagt C&ndiii^ns in a 
P^stiniait 11 , 163 - 4 . 
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'em " (a lie on my part), I fmaliy heard her begin to chant in 
a law rather hoarse voice words which were at first 
unrecognizable. But she became more confident* and I was 
then able to take them down and obtain a translation. 
Once I was successful io one tribe, I was able to secure them 
without much persoasion in other tribes. 

According to the Wolmeri* the old women and those who 
had children went apart with a pregnant woman and danced 
around her. These songs were sung : 

Ir djitIgAra manya*n4a. 

bora bi|: wiDiniui big millc (breasts) 

2 . 7^aguhta:ny 

ditcni^ I k)ok stow mt vtdvm 
The old woman examined her and then would sing : 

3 , mtmyamda hfithu:h^u: djiiln 

bofu (?) brewts hurtii ? 

The women said it would make birth easier and charm the 
pelvis and the genital organs; in short make her " good 
fdlow alonga bingy 

As the moment of birth approached the pregnant woman 
left the camp with her mother and an old female relative, 
one of whom would act as midwife. During labour, songs 
were song to facilitate delivery and prevent hsemorrhage, 
the umbilical cord was cut and the placenta was buried 
secretly. The baby was then dusted with charcoal, and string 
was around its wrists to strengthen them. It and the 
mother were rubbed with conkaberry bushes which had 
been smoked over a fire and which were applied to ease the 
pain, prevent bad after-effects and ensure a flow of milk. 
Mother and child were secluded from the men for about 
five days during which time she was fed and cared for by 
her mother and other female relatives. When the cord 
dropped off it was wrapped in rag or string and worn 
around the neck. At the conclusion of this period the mother 
took the child to its father. The following were songs 1 
obtained from the tribes I visited : 


t. W«t Djam * 

2. WMt DJani . 

3. East l>|ajni . 

4 . * 

5. . , . 


7. Malngio 


8. . 

'Ql'j Mntn gin 

10 - . 
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Jfifrtwy ytOwvJj iM.'iNfi djirnmy 
child (male) down lunbiliiHiU cb^d 
dj^nta^ru dfimiii 
stop clitoris 

yildjirin djira^I UftUmM 

puU child (fnnftlc) cofd 

fvW'rH la.-n« &«tV»fd' la.'lgas b^iltra 6 W>u.' 
ory cut diy cut vulva 

naita ipv^^m^ona 
^ter hujhud ta^ to 

y£l&a:ra waindi yiMiritj ytlba^Tidjai Isrimbaia 
faUdown cord pull faU down Wood flowing 

hvni vagina 

mtMu: butiHa: ymiajr hiii ya»da:S 

cord hangrtng down quick toll down 

bili yaMdaH gara;fy fifan:di 
quick fidi down gnb cord 
^opu/u/in £)j 3 /d>ata djair gui^dv gundii 
atop vagina 

witingwu datmt M^^an ^ajdm 
blood blood v?ig m i 


Another version ; 


11. , 

12 . . 
la, . 

14 . . 

15. Wplnwri 


18 . . 


17 . . 

18, * 

19 . Pimoba 

20. Wuin 


31 . . 


dpna* mala uu/ndi korail wafmdi 
foot hand cord grab cord 
dj^i wa^ndi friri 

pelvis cord hanging down quick 
guarri iumlfa bwiuMfbal barium halu^ 
ntop bom {?J born 
dja;ninga:r bujutlnga^r 
Adnes 

ma/nba mura^u duda bf^ya mndjodi 

pubes close to dblivsy t^a^ina htirt comes out 
binda^u 
^hild 

ytJi>i^m:dj kandH iea^i 
fall down aknoflt out cord 

yu:hmal gudida: djttgvm bandd tandd munalpaminy 
vo^na nlaceiiU cord blood filling hurt 
frodiHU dtiJ ba^ndjal gunya:T ra mmya:mda 
vulva hneajts 

nrndu dvr kala:ln 
child outaido 

uHtftidt ba^tma ksznin 
cord almost out 

y€la;lslii diiidi ^ 


^ For many ot these son^ 1 waa unable to obtain a literal tianslatloii, 
thou^ the women would give the import of a whole ptunse In such wordi 
^ b™ hurt aloDga bingy I piocaninny him close up conm ogt ; him 
outsidEi." Often^ In ^ite of my puaklcncD, 1 could gat mo more than *hfa^ 
especially wban my infomiant was a very old woman^ and I had to use 
an interpreter. However, as those songi have never been reported before 
bom North-West Auatralia, I coiuld»ied it best to put them on record 
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This ritual is characterized by features which would seem 
to be typical of that associated with most of the physiological 
crises of the iudividual: 

(i) The observance of food taboos—this time by the 
mother on behalf of the child; {2) the spells and rites to 
safeguard them both during parturition. These things in 
themselves belie the general impression that childbirth 
among the Aborigines invariably occurs without compUca- 
tions and without much pain. {3) The remedial use of 
smoked oonkabeiry bushes—a practice that occurs in many 
other situatioiis of imminent danger or actual sickness* 
(4) The belief that the blood from the female genitals is 
dangerous to the men ; hence the secret burial of the 
placenta and the refusal of the women to discuss it in the 
presence of the men* (5) Finally* the segregation of 
the woman—a prohibition that is paralleled by the sedusjon 
of a gir! at her first menstruation and introcision, and by 
isolation of a boy after drcumcision and subindsion. 
These two factors are so dosely interlocked that they can 
scarcely be considered apart. On the one hand the child 
itself may sicken if the placenta is found by the men or 
if the cord is lost; on the other hand, both mother and 
child* whether the latter is a boy or a girh may be harmed 
if they have contact with the men until four or five days 
afterwards. ITie cord and the placenta are part of the 
child ; but they are also the tangible and visible manifesta¬ 
tion of the link with the mother, who herself sees to their 
safe disposal. But because of the phj^ical intimacy of the 
maternal tie, the child would to some extent seem to be 
threatened by the same dangers that menace its mother* 
and therefore it shares with her the seclusion from the 
main part of the camp, and more particularly from the 
men. UntU the child is weaned, the woman continues to 
observe the food taboos, in the telief that whatever she 
eats may harm the child indirectly through the milk it 
takes from her breast. 

Now although the men know some of the details of 
childbirth^ such as the severing of the umbilical cord by 
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the female relative who acts as midwife, the nibbing of the 
child with charcoal and the use of conkabeny bushes, still 
they are ignorant of those songs which are sacred or daraigu, 
songs vrhich for all their simplicity are fraught with the 
power that they possess by virtue of their supernatural 
origin. In so far as they are commands which appear to 
achiev'c their result automatically, they may be considered 
magical; but their efficacy is attributed to the fact that 
they are is«rur}gani ; that they were first uttered by the 
female totemic ancestors. They have the same unct io ns 
as the increase ceremonies, the rit« for the tfuruTfa, the 
cult totems, subindsion, and circumcision. What is of 
particular interest Is the distribution of some of the songs 
among a number of tribes or else the recurrence of certain 
w'ords. The resemblance is particularly marked in tliose 
designed to hasten birth, as in numbers i. 3, and 6, in the 
Djaru, Waneiga, and Wolmeri tribes ; and the reappearance 
of the word for umbilical cord— wa^ndi in Nos. 7, S, 11, 12, 
and 20. Differences arise in those to prevent hemorrhage 
and injurious after-effects. 

The whole of the ritual surrounding pregnancy, parturition, 
lactation does not represent the last step of initiation 
into a cult, but it has its sacred and esoteric aspects, which 
are of the most vital importance to the women, and which 
are associated specifically with female functions. Tliey are 
believed to be a spiritual or supernatural guarantee from 
the Totemic Ancestors that a woman will be able to surmount 
the dangers of childbirth, bear her child safely, recover 
from the shock of parturition, and lesume once more her 
usual activities. They emphasize the value of the child 
to the community; they are a definite recognition of the 
physical bond between mother and child. 

Black Magic 

We have presented a crystallization as it were of many 
of the religious beliefs and practices of these North-West 
Australian tribes. It was necessary to con^Aor them in 
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juxtaposition in order to realize the underlying principles 
and comnion facts which were operative. At the same time, 
we have stressed their relation to the conditions of existence : 
to the problems created by environment, and the need for 
social readjustment. But the pendulum of daily life does 
not swing from one crisis to another. True, there will be a 
quickening of tempo at certain periods. In the dry " 
season between June and August the bush natives assemble 
for mourning and mitiation ceremonies. Kinship status, 
age, and local affiliations determine the rdle to Iw played 
by each individual. But for a number of persons, the meeting 
simply provides tlie opportunity to sec relatives again, 
to talk, to gossip, watch new corioborees, to be spectators 
of the disputes and some of the ritual events. During the 
" wet " season, there is a lull in such activities, and the 
hordes are scattered into small groups. ‘ The foraging and 
hunting for food, the care of children, the exchanges between 
relatives, an occasional intrigue with the gossip it provokes, 
matrimonial disputes—all these constitute the general 
tenor of daily life. 

This is not to say that religion ceases to impinge on 
existence. There are still the young children, the pregnant 
and menstruating women and others in mourning who 
continue to observe the various types of taboos. There are 
the myths told around the hres at n^ht. A birth may 
occiu'; the men may go apart to look at their t/umya, 
or they may dance one of their cult totem corroborees. 
A man smears his spears with red ochre before he hunts; 
or a woman whose child cries constantly may place green 
leaves on a fire, and hold the child over the smoke for a 
moment, believing that this will cure the unknown malady. 
Food is gathered each day with the assurance that the 
increase ceremonies have b^n performed in the preceding 
spring and that there will be sufficient to meet their needs. 

A study of the rites has revealed the difficulties associated 
with the different periods in the life of the individual, 

* Tl» itition native!, howcvier. bave they- e^tluriDp in ixti ficason, 
and wiark dujiag tba winter aboiLt thfi hamBteads. 
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and the prol>lenns likely to confront at least large sections 
of the community. But it would be wrong to assume that 
the Aborigines live in a perpetual state of cringing fear, 
that they believe themselves to be constantly threatened 
by Gvd forces. In the camp there was generally much 
laughter, joking, and good feeling. They certainly disliked 
to go far into the darbiess alone, but in the groups sitting 
around the fires or singing at the corrohoree-ground there 
was no apparent tension, unless they were visiting another 
tribe and were near a burial gorge or a grave. Then any 
untoward rustling in the scrub might be interpreted as 
djua^ri. 

At certain crises in physiological development, or at 
the death of a relative, the Individual is thought to stand 
in some danger. The rites anticipate and forestall it. 
Sickness, if it occurs at such a time, may be attributed to 
failure to perform these rites correctly or completely. But 
these crises occur at only infrequent intervals, and normally 
men and women do not believe that they wUl sicken, as 
long as they live in conformity with tribal law. Here we 
are concerned primarily with those situations which a 
woman believes may have evil consequences for herself; 
those in which she is likely to practise black magic, and 
finally, the position of the woman baramambit. 

She may sicken if she secs things which are sacred to the 
men; if she breaks a taboo, or has contact with super¬ 
natural beings such as djuarri or KaUru without due ritual 
precautions ; if she arouses the enmity of some persoo 
either unwittingly or through failure to fulfil butba: 
obligations, through adultery, suspicion of having resorted 
to black magic, or having had an active part in some murder. 
In most cases of sickness she is thus (like the man) held 
partly responsible for the actions which have led to it. 
At the same time the sickness is explained, and according 
to the native viewpoint, can be dealt with by ta kin g 
medicines or submitting to the ministrations of some older 
relative ; and, if the situation demands it, by fulfilling those 
obligations previously ignored. When Bungurei developed 
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an acute pain after dreaming of a dfaguii a few days before, 
she was rubbed with green leaves by her husband, and she 
also sent word to her ipunaa to send the pearl-shell, which 
she might then hand on to the irate partner who had in his 
impatience caused her to dream of it in the first place. 

Malaria and constipation are treated by drinking an 
infusion made from the bark of the coolibah, white river- 
gum, sandal-wood, or leichardt pine. Sometimes less rational 
methods are employed, such as the singing of a song to cure 
tcxithache, or the pounding up of a bone of a dead relative, 
mixing it with red ochre and app]3nng it to the afflicted 
portions of the body. As an additional precaution, green 
leaves are often held over the smoke of a fire, applied to the 
sweat under the armpits of the operator, and then rubbed 
on the patient. If this is unsuccessful, sweat from the armpits 
of a male damberu may be mixed with water and sent to a 
woman patient to be drunk. Possibly there is the idea that 
the excretion from the body of a healthy person may have 
curative properties; and as far as I could discover, there 
was no idea that the damberu might be under suspicion of 
having caused the malaise. 

If a woman bas committed adultery with a married man. 
or has left her husband to elope with her lover, then either 
her ex-husband or the wronged woman may practise magic 
against her. But this is not inevitable. We have already 
discussed the practical measures taken by the aggrieved 
parties to deal with such culprits. If these fail nothing more 
may be done. For instance, it was denied that the husband 
of Bulagil would ** sing *' her and her lover; though had 
either of them sickened there is little doubt that it would have 
been traced back to the husband. The possibility of black 
magic then may be one of the risks that those who break the 
law have to run. It is therefore a sanction of tribal law, 
though perhaps only a latent one. I was given one case of 
a woman who had committed adultery and died. She was 
a widow who had married the brother of her late husband. 
She had a child by him, and then eloped with another man. 
The husband was said to have enlisted the help of an old 
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man, who took some feathers to a spot in the south-east of 
the Kuman territory where a snake was believed to dwell. 
He cast Che feathers towards this spot, suramoning the 
snake to come and kill Che woman. Later she was bitten 
by an adder and died. Her infidelity was linked with the 
cause of her death, which was then attributed to the man 
who was most likely to resort to magic againsC her. He had, 
of course, to fly the vengeance of her relatives who were 
convinced of his gnilt^ 

Sometimes other methods might be empio}^ against her^ 
A stone may be taken, painted, covered with feathers, and 
^*sung“; or the sorcerer may insert pindjauttdndjix into 
her body while she is dreaming, and their removal will 
nece^itate the services of a baramambin. The illness of a 
woman caused just as much anxiety and concern amongst 
her relatives as that of a man. They would storm through 
the camp, lodge accusations against anyone they thought 
might be possessed of malevolent intentions against her^ 
Sickness does not have its primary origin m some organic 
maladjustment, but rather in a disturbance of the normal 
functioning of social relationships ^ ^V^leQ a cure is not 
effected, the baramsmbin postulates the working of an evil 
force such as that of the sorcerer, who is impeding the 
normal success of the measures which have been taken. 
When the person who is sick is camped with relatives in a 
strange tribal territory, a tension arises between the two 
groups, and a desire to move beyond the sphere of the source 
of magic makes itself manifest. Continued illness leads to a 
further mpture of social relationships. In other words, 
we have what appears to be a very definite concept of 
normality ; of the smooth functioning of physical or bodily 
processes and of the social organization* \V^ere there is a 
probability of danger, ritual reinforces the strength of the 
individual or the resources of the community» Normality 
is the expected, sanctioned state of affairs. The person or 
the sorcerer whose actions infringe tribal law or impugn 
the rights of others is an abnormal agency who temporarily 
causes a disorganization of the social life, which in turn may 
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lead to further reprisals, though ultimately an equilibHuid 
is achieved between the iudividuals concerned. 

If a woman may be the victim ol black magic, she may 
also employ it herself in defence of her own tights. The 
Malngin, Djam, Miriwun, and some of the Forrest River 
tribes have a white substance or " poison ", moiya, which 
comes from the Northern Territory. It is being adopted by 
surrounding tribes, and more distant ones have at least heard 
of it. The woman takes a little of it, and places it on the 
belongings of the man or woman she wishes to punish and 
injure. If she is middle-aged and deserted by her husband, 
she may take more drastic measures, and cause the man to 
contract venereal disease. Two men had this in an acute 
form at Bedford camp, and in both cases it was attributed 
to women who had "sung " them. One man had left his 
wife and married his tribal sister. Another married man 
was consistently unfaithful, the women spoke of him with 
contempt as one " who all day nm alonga young lubra 
His wife left him eventually and went to the Miriwun tribe, 
but she was said to have taken her revenge, for which action 
she had the sympathy of the other women at least. She 
had, according to them, taken a stone, painted on it a penis 
and testicles, covered it with feathers, "sung" it, and placed 
it in an ant-bed with a dre. Another method was to paint 
the phallic symbol on the stone, smear it with blood from 
her arm, rub it with a small stone, singing as she did so i 
** let him finish gili^im (perns) quick. Let him finish ^alstutji 
(testicles). Don't you have penis, testicles." The women 
would not give me the actual spell, because they said they 
would sicken. The woman with whom her husband is li^dng 
may also be included in the magic and a symbolic representa¬ 
tion of her genitals is painted on another stone and " sung ". 
Now the women who had practised this magic were not 
condemned by most of the others of their sex, even though 
it was believed that the victim could not be cured by the 
barafmmbin. The general opinion was that they had 
received their deserts. 

Sometimes, as we have seen, magic may be used for 


WOMEN'S CEREMONIES 


251 

loss legitimate purposes, as in the case of the woman who 
when her overtures to a man were refused, walked across 
his camp while she was menstniating. Such a woman might 
also use a little mmy^ for the same purpose. 

Besids these measures taken by individuals, there is 
also the bamm&mbil who makes a profession of healing. 
Her initiation into her craft is similar throughout the whole 
of the Kimberleya. She is visited by the dfuam, takeri away 
in her sleep, given instruction and then returned to the 
camp, where for a lew days she may be in a stupefied state 
or as the Aborigines say, " little bit mad ; him deaf> can't 
hear.*' Later, she bathes in a pool where KaUru is known 
to dwell, and receives from him pindjmuudndja and wuradji^ 
or they may even be inserted in her side. A woman if she is 
a barafwmbil may teach her daughter further details of her 
profession. She can see the dead, visit them by going up 
into the sky on a string. The baramambil cures illn^ by 
extracting pindjaumndja from the patient, but it was 
recognized that there were imposters, who carried such 
magicai objects in their mouths. If the baramambit is not 
successful in curing the patient, then the counter-magic 
has been too '* strong'' and its effects irremediable. Just 
as the Christian scientist advances the magical hjrpothesis 
that'' mortal mind ” is working against the patient and the 
practitioner, so the b^amambtl attributes failure to evil 
forces over which she has no control in an advanced stage 
of the illness. 

When a person dies after all efforts to save him or her 
have been fruitless, then there is no doubt that a sorcerer 
has been responsible^ A male is this time 

called in to take charge of the proceediDgs for the detection 
of the murdtref. 

Tlie bammambin is distinct from the sorcereri and his 
more sodally valuable qualities are stressed in conversation, 
though it is recognized that he has methods to secure 
revenge, and that these may on occasion be tised 
illegitimately. There are, as a rale, only three or four 
practitioners in a tribe* for in the earlier stages the initiation 
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is fraught vdih a certain amonnt of danger becau^ of 
contact with d{fua:ri and Kmlmi, Moreover, they are 
individnals possessing from my experience, Belf-assurance 
and powers of initiative. They enjoy a certain amount 
of prestige as befits those who ate on speaking terms with 
the dead, who can approach K<d^m with impunity^ and who 
can effect cures. For their services they receive gifts of 
foodp tobaoco> boomerangs^ dilly-bags, and other artides. 
The woman, since she cannot deal with the sorcerer, has not 
the reputation of her male coUeaguep but she also has her 
prestige. There was Birbalmal who was a married woman 
of the Arawari tribe at Forrest Riven She had a dominating 
personality, and took the lead in most discussions. She 
was fairly tall, had long, wB.vy hair, and a determined 
mouth and chin. She was competent in all that she did^ 
made decisions quickly and acted upon them in a short time. 
She had had various love aLSairs and was engaged in one 
while I was at Forrest River. It led to frequent quarrels 
with her husband, w*ho had good reason to be jealous of 
her. He was most reluctant to let her go far even to forage 
for food, and accompanied her whenever possible. If was she 
who had arranged to take over the w-omen ' s secret corroboree 
from the King River tribes when they had kamt it. She 
had the admiration and resp^t of the women, who described 
with scest her exploits, her love affairs, her visits to the 
djuairi, and the cases of sickness she had healed. 

These aboriginal women then have a body of ritual 
believed to derive from the Time Long Past. With this they 
grapple confidently with their problenis, and feel themselves 
protected from danger^ When, how'ever, they fall sick 
either through their own carelessness, some immoral or 
illegal action, or through the malevolent intent of soma 
other person^ they can be cured by magical methods. 
When they themselves have a grievance, and their rights 
have been challezigcd, like the men they can take the 
offensive and by means of black magic secure their revenge* 


CHAPTER X 


WOMEN’S SECRET CORROBOREES 

So far women's ritual, apart from the introcision of the 
Ngadi and possibly the birth corroboree of the Wolmeri, 
has been characterued by its bare economy. It has been an 
application to an immediate problem, shorn of all those 
features which, in the male ceremonies, mate it also a medium 
for recreation and artistic expression. But there is one 
aspect which we have mentioned in the previous chapters, 
and which does provide an outlet for organized activityp 
display, and dancing i and that is love magic. An imder- 
standing of this lies in a grasp of the whole context of sexual 
relationships and marriage. 

We have seen that the majority of marriages are stable 
and that affection often exists between husband and wifOi 
But with a prescribed form of marriage that takes little 
cogTit.ance of previous attachments or mutual attraction, 
it is inevitable that sooner or later husband or wile ^ould 
have a casual affair, which, though it creates disputes at 
the time, seldom results in a permanent separatjon. The 
ceremonial licence which occurs after some of the corroborees 
is, together with its other functions* another means by which 
mutual passion may be indulged. This feature of native 
life occurs frequently throughout Austzaha and is probably 
correlated with the operation of kinship systems that permit 
of little freedom of choice in marriage. Dr. Roheim and 
Mr. Strehlow have reported such corroborees, the ifaia from 
Central Australia^ in which both men and women participate. 
The aim '"is to make the w^omen desire men who are not 
their husbands. At the end of the dance this desire is 
satisfied in a manner that is a " mockery of all morals " 
What is important here is that some of these songs contain 
^ G. Roheim. W.T.LC., pp. 20^-212. 
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references to the Alchera? and hence have apparently 
much the same mythological background as other ceremonies^ 
and are presumably a sanctioned activity within the culture. 
As such, they cannot be characterized as immoral if judged 
in terms of tlie values which obtain in that tribe. 

It is in the sphere of sexual re1ation$bii», vdth the 
passions, jealom^. possessiveness, and imcertainty, to which 
they give rise that there is a fertile field for magic. We 
have already noted that the aboriginal woman has means of 
avenging herself on an unfaithful lover or spouse. But she 
is not only wise after the event. She is pardonably sceptical 
of her husband's fidelity in his absence, and with character¬ 
istic realism takes measures to ensure that he will not run 
after other women. The Djaru, Malngin, and Minwun have 
songs which they sing while their husbands are away, or 
while they have to observe a taboo on sexual intercouise 
during pregnancy and menstruation, Tliese arc : 

MolcgiQ . wo/unu/fj 4^irin^Z 

HKual lutercoDf^ flying foit stick deauti |?) 

twffwmdtSr djamazda kuruwuMi 
sfcmiath lirfftH msui 

This sojjg is and was explained to me in these 

terms. The boy is asleep and dreaming. Flj^g Fox comes 
to him, makes him sick and sorry to be away from his wife i 
he wakes and goes to her. 

l- Madber^ imd J^jiirn djalitm M^ndji fraifdfi ^araz 

eltDIXUlclL thighs 

djulami 
qoiett l^lkm 

2^ Aarin^it/ bindigal ramwrit: 

jIkP sit aloDC oPC md# {not, 

alongA Ldbcm) 

a, mada g^da:gi baziginda: 

Hi OM place " along* blanket '* 

These songs were supposed to have the effect of making 
the husband sle^ alone if he were away on a journey 
without his wife. The men knew of their existence, but not 
the actual words. When a group of Malngin were in the 
Lunga territory for the initiation of a boy, they suddenly 

* Ibid., p. 2lS. 
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decided after the operation to retiini home, because they 
said their wives had been singing these songs, and they 
u’anted to see them again. 

The woman as we have seen is capable of fa Hu g the 
initiative in courtship. She has her ornaments—headbands, 
fringes, cicatrices, necklaces, and nowadays perhaps one 
or two dresses, skirts, and red bandkerebiefs. Occasionally 
she uses red ochre and grease; and when she desires a 
lover, she very practically sends a gift of tobacco by some 
intermediary. As such gifts are usually made to blood or 
afhnal relatives, the implication is obvious. But she has 
also other methods. The women of the East and South 
Kimberleys have taJeen over conoborees which are devoted 
to love magic, 

ThcM dances differ from those already discussed in that, 
according to my informants, they were not followed by 
general licence. Some of the women danced because they 
wished to arouse sexual desire in their husbands; they 
were content with them as sexual partners. Others openly 
admitted that they either wished to obtain a new lover or 
else retain the affection of an old one. One of the results 
of the coiToborees, then, was to perpetuate love-affairs in 
which the women were engaged at the time, or if they 
were satisffed with their husbands the dances probably 
had the effect of strengthening the marital tie. 

Dr. Roheim has mentioned similar coiroborees— ununtu * 
—^from Central Australia, but he does not state W'hether 
they were followed by ceremonial licence on the subsequent 
night or whether a more permanent relationship was sought.* 
Apparently he had no chance of actually witnessing the 
corrolwrc®. and so can give next to nothing about the 
organization they entaiied. the mode of decoration adopted, 
and the effect created on the camp. What with introcision, 
puberty rites, and these dances. Central Australia presents 
J C. RQb«iiD, op. cit, pp. 315-S30. 

la T^tcR-OCCl lo OOB l£t 0l BOn£Sh bfiWaVBT. Pt. Un hiiiTw thft f a 

womAO vu mnghig tJumi to bring her lnubuid tuck who haU dMcrtod 
HOT sonu tune pnriODsly. Ktdj p. 227. 
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a rich field for an investigation of women's ritual by anthro¬ 
pologists working in that region. As most of the corrobcrecs 
I saw came originally from the Northern Territory and 
Central Australia, there may well be striking resemblances. 
Dr, Roheim is mainly concerned with an interpretation 
of the symbolism from a psycho-analytical point of view—an 
aspect with which I am not competent to deal, and which 
in any case would necessitate long residence with one tribe, 
and an intensive study of all aspects of the culture if the 
generalizations are to be valid. 

I saw six of these miroborees, three of them, yiTbii\dji, 
being practically identical, though they were done by 
different groups of women, the South Lunga, the East and 
West Djaru, These drcumstances provided an excellent 
opportunity to check variations in performance and texts. 
It has been taken over from the Mudbera women at Wave 
Hill. Another of these corroborees, also called yirhitidjit 
helonged to the Miriwun who had obtained it from the 
Victoria River women, and though most of the songs were 
different, their general purport and the conditions surround¬ 
ing the performance were similar to the Mudbeia one. The 
Ngadi and Waneiga had another yirhindji which they had 
secured from the Ngambuladja : it, however, deviated from 
the rest in containing references to the totemic ancestors. 
These yirhindji possibly constitute a whole cycle of songs 
corresponding to the ununtu and U^ndja of the Arunta and 
neighbouriog tribes. The sixth corroboree was the yitaram 
of the Wolmeri women. It also was given to them by 
the totemic ancestors, the djugurtistidi, and was only attended 
by the married women. 

The yirbiudji was spreading across the Kimberleys. 
The south Lunga had received theirs from the Djaru about 
four years ago, and intend teaching it to the northern hordes 
and to the Kunian. The Miriwun will pass theirs on to the 
King River tribes. News of the dances had passed far to 
the west of these tribes, and their arrival was eagerly 
anticipated. The more enterprising leaders amongst the 
w'omen had already possessed themselves of the details of 
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the patterns painted on the dancers, the different steps, 
the general organization and the taboos observed. They 
relished the thought that the corroboree was strictly " lubra 
business ", that the men might not attend, and that if the 
latter interfered in any way they would sicken. The Eastern 
Djani witnessed tlie Waneiga yirbindji for the first time in 
1936, and they were to take an active part in the next 
performance and make the customary gifts. 

Now, like the ununtu, these yirbitidji are kept secret from 
the men; they present certain homosexual features.* 
They originated in dreams, which in the Kimberieys, at 
least, were attributed to the spirits of the dead. The men, 
when they invented a new corroboree. also stamped it with 
a supernatural origin. Therefore, although the yirbindji 
represented something of an innovation in the life of the 
Kimberley women, it nevertheless conformed to established 
patterns, not only in this respect, but also in the economic 
exchanges involv^, the division of the dancers into moieties, 
the initiatiDn of strangers and young girls, the taboos to be 
observed, the part played by the older women in the 
organization of the proceedings. The yiriittdji is also 
" poison " or magical. The uninitiated sicken unless they 
adopt ritual precautions r and the men fall ill if they see 
or hear it performed, quite apart from the fact that their 
presence would prejudice its success and efficacy. 

The leader, mayanb^ra;l, who was either middle-aged 
or an old woman, had generally obtained the corroboree 
from another horde or tribe on the occasion of a visit or an 
inter-tribal meeting. For instance, Bjinargu of Moola Bulla 
had taken it over from her wunan at Flora Valley {D|aru). 
in exchange for a dress and a djaguli. Initiates and strangers, 

* ibid., p. 326, Dr. Rp ticim reniaiks tlut in two upecta, 

we UKuntM naemblA the m^le type ot litnol. But m the men ia the 
Kiinberley tribes hud not, as far as I cotild discover, aoy rariDbcirees for 
love ma^c, the parsltel would not bald good. However. hanioe«nslity 
amongst the men did exist. The youths of 17 or IS who w ere still niunanled 
eyoid tahe boys of 10 or 11 as lovers. The women had no beaitatiaa in 
discussing the matter with me, did not eegaxd it u stiaioelTiJ. |nvu the 
names of diBatcnt boys, and seemed to regard the DraetJee aa a temporary 
substitute for marriage. r ^ 
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mofr^T. had then to make a gift of a dress or a red handker¬ 
chief together with flour and tea with which the other women 
regaled themseives after the dance. This food was never 
eaten by the men ; it was gitnbu. The dance was only 
attended by those girls who bad reached puberty ; and at 
Moola Bulla women with smaU boys could not be present, 
lest the children should sickeiL Since the latter were still 
being fed from the breast, they might be poisoned by the 
magic with which their mothers iiad become impregnated 
as a result of the corroboree. This belief In the magic or 
" poison" generated by the corroboree was reflected iu 
the taboos, which the neoph5rtes had to observe beforehand 
on those foods also forbidden at pregnancy and durmg 
childhood. It was their first contact with the magical power 
of the dance, and the occasion was fraught with some 
danger. 

The younger women would express a desire to have the 
carroboree and the maijanhfra:l would then decide, perhaps 
in consultation with the other old women, when it would 
take place. They might wait till the next inter-tribal 
meeting, but often there were sufficient women living on 
the larger stations to make a more frequent performance 
possible. The women when alone discussed the event 
eagerly, described ones they had seen, teased one another 
about their lovers. They enthused over the designs painted 
on the dancers, and continually stressed the fact to me that 
this was " proper lubra business ; blackiellow can’t see 
him. This one play belonga djibenir (sweetheart}. Lubra 
no more want him old ^umbana (husband); him get ’em 
young boy A statement that can be readily understood 
if it is remembered that some of the younger women were 
married to men considerably older than themselves. The 
corroboree was also waidji. Now wa^dji is a term applied 
to a man or a woman who married into the wrong sub¬ 
section. The marriage par exceUeuce, which is waidji, is that 
with mother-in-law. Now in the songs the tribal son-in-law 
is cited as a particularly desirable lover—a man, in short, 
whom the women should have been most assiduously 
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avoiding. They giggled when they explained this and seemed 
to delight in the illicit character of the dance and the fact 
that they were breaking one of the strictest tribal taboos. 

I cannot describe all the dances, but apart from the words 
of the songs, the time taken and some of the designs, all 
were similar in intention. I shall deal with the Miriwun 
yirbindji as the translations of the songs are more complete. 

Viewed simply in terms of the startling effect on the 
spectator, the men's corroboiees outblazoned those of the 
women. This was particularly so when the men danced at 
night, and their biearre fantastic dgures were thrown up 
luridly in the leaping hrelight against the shadowed masses 
of the trees. But at least the women brought to their own 
performance excitement, keenness, and an appreciative and 
critical eye. The spectacle was a dramatic and vivid one. 
It took place in the brilliant sunlight, against a background 
of red sandstone, the long yellow grasses and the baubinea 
trees with their crimson se^^pods. The women themselves 
were greased with fat till their skins glistened ; bold designs 
in charcoal, red oclire, and day were drawn on their bodies, 
so that they seemed the living incarnation of the landscape 
itself; almost as though they had been impregnated with 
its harsh and vital colouring. 

Each time these corroborces were performed, we went 
about a mile and a half or two miles the camp where 
the men were. For the Miriwun dance, we left early in the 
morning, after the children had been sent back. The old 
women did not dance, but they acted as singers and helped 
with the painting. The women had requisitioned their 
husbands' boomerangs ; they had brought their own fightings 
sticks,^ red handkerchiefs, and a plentiful supply of fat, 
red ochre, clay, and charcoal. We reached a clearing beneath 
some trees, and a hre was made to represent the camp of the 
lover, for there were frequent references to it in the songs. 
The preparations were begun in a leisurely manner with a 
good deal of desultory conversation on subjects remote 

1 The Djaru oa the lut day brought their ifru/dmiiTiij afuj pnipped thera 
up ^aiiut li^htLiag-stlckii which bm been pot into the ground. 
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from the matter in bnnd. There was no furtiveness and no 
timidity. The Muiwun men knew that the dance was to 
take place, and had been wained to keep out of the way. 
The women had left the camp openly. Iaughlng> excited, 
proud ot themselves and conscious that they had the men 
definitely at a disadvantage. And this was true of the six 
corroborees I witnessed. 

The leader was a naugala woman, who was middle-aged 
but not too old to dance. Another younger woman, Djundwi 
from the Eadjeroen tribe in north-east Kimberley, was also 
much to the fore, commenting critically on the painting 
and taking a lead in the singing, though she referred to 
nangaia when in doubt. Two young girls were to be initiated 
and tliey w*ere painted finrt, with different designs since they 
belonged to different patrilineal moieties,^ The majority 
complied with this rule, though some who bad otily seen the 
dance once before were uncertain of all the details and 
occasionally made a mistake, which provoked a grumble 
from the dancer and the caustic comment from the others, 
" So and so bin lose *em head.^* 

All were sm^red with fat, maJungu, and the painting was 
began. The pattern for the crane moiety (nambUi, nagera, 
nangaia, and nola) consisted of a broad charcoal line outlined 
in red on each breast; horizontal red lines above and 
betwwn the breasts; a semidreJe below them and a vertical 
black line above the navel which was a phallic symbol 
representing the lover* On the back, there were two charcoal 
lines down the shoulder blades and three black lines outlined in 
red joining them. Below this wm a curved line that the 
women said was the boomerang of the sweetheart. Other 
lines ivere drawn in red across the forehead and cheeks. The 

^ rn Une vthcr tribes, the EHard, Lpoga, and Wcklmfsri, UiEsfv ana twv 
tBcognixEsd groups cooj^tia^ at certain subwtiom, I have called 

mmlies. Tbiry qoiupme tbe padjefi, muigeri, and 

Ei4fubbi mbKctiQnft dn the ana b^d, and the iwoni, naji^ala, 

and SMwdjili subaectiau odi the ethcf. The Forreet River txibm h&vc m 
Bub9ectioa«> but thi^ poisasa patxillDHl xooietiea, and when thay described 
th* ^ they roferred to th* two ^oupa dJ the pmonneiii ai 

utiva-companion and wild turlcey. Each tiibn. then, foDawt the practice 
of divicUni the datu:^ iato twn jpmpa, but the way In which tliii is dona 
dLHotB in each raw , in po tar as different types of mc^eCtea aie Involved. 


WOMEN’S SECRET CORROBOREES 


361 

eagle moiety (naliii, nangcn, nandjili. and noanang) had 
red lines drawn down the breasts; a black line below 
the collar-bone paralleled by two red lines. There were 
red borirontal lines across the beUy and on the aims and 
legSj and a charcoal line above the navel again to represent 
the lover. On the back there were red horizontal lines and 
another charcoal mark resembling the phallic symbol in 
front. 

Some of the women were more artistic than others, 
displaying a boldness of execution and a marked sense of 
rhythm.* Two or three produced crooked patchy lines, 
but on the whole the simplicity of the design and the 
vividness of the colours transformed the younger women, in 
spite of the ugliness of skirts or pants made from white 
flour bags, which they insisted on wearing. Some of the 
older women who were fat and had long pendulous breasts 
were definitely repulsive, since the patterns tended to 
emphasize such characteristics. But they were in the 
minority, and did not detract from the general dramatic 
effect. There was no solemnity; the mood was a festive 
one, and in between the songs there was much laughter, 
joking, and teasing. Two women would pretend to be rivals 
for the one lover, or one would say she was after the husband 
of a friend. They were not, of course, taken seriously, and 
the badinage was returned with interest. 

The preparations took about two hours, for the painting 
was no mere preliminary, but an essential part of the whole 
corroboree and much of the success depended on it. A few 
of the older women bedaubed themselves with red ochre, 
because they said It would contribute to making the 
performance " a good one Most of the songs were sung 

^ There wa? a nwJied similwity in the of kU ths yir^ndji 

with the of ths Waudg:^ and Ngwii. Cerbin charu^tciifbcs 

Appeared in sJl—the liDcs <m the breuti the phallic aymbol abovti 
the navel. More varfation occtimd ia thtr pAfntmge. lor the fwik, though 
tfcw south LungA also had boomemiaga dirnwn ta chancoad ; whilat the 
Wolmen mtad Djam had red verticft] Hues. The latter (and Uie 
Lunga) took three days to compkte the yirhindji. Urey uted red ocJtra 
and chaiiioal the tint day: red oclin and clay im the aecend, and odirQ 
and cJiarcoal Ji gaiin; qq th^ third dayii 
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in order to impregnate the bodily decorations, ornaments, 
and weapons with magic. Specific references to the cicatrices 
of the women and the headbands of the men occorred in the 
first songs. 


1\ 

ciccitnca 

2 . bagiriH 
taeadband 

3 . 

paint 


mglimali 
lover sc»b-iQ'1aw 
kand^Mj&fa dora 

pUy 




The fighting-sticks, boomerangSp and two flat short sticks 
called mitiri were also striped with red ochre and charcoal. 
The miliri w'ere never seen by the men, because they were 
darazgit —a fact which suggests a comparison with the 
i/uruya, though I doubt whetho' they were associated with 
any one totemlc ancestor. They were most probably phallic 
objects. The boomemiigs were to be used by the men in their 
disputes^ The victim who was struck by one^ woiild^ 
according to native belief^ sicken quite apart from any 
wounds inflicted. The flghting-sticks had ^dso this magical 
property and retained it for some time afterwards, so that 
the men were afraid to cany arguments with the women 
to the point of blows* The situation created by the corroboree 
was recognized to bold the possibility of danger and tension. 
The women, therefore, by implementing their strength with 
the supernatural power generated by the dance, believed 
themselves to be forearmed against any punitive measures 
likely to be taken by a deserted lover or a suspicious 
husband* 

The songs resembled the spells used in other primitive 
communities in that they were an assertion of what was 
desired to happen, and what, according to native bebef, 
would happen. They wer^ in the Ngahwenm language and 
were as follows: 


4 . waidfi mara 

" WTCiflgpenis penis 

5. guMdu: marr rendi: 

Jdi^ aQD penis penis vulva 

difii diri: ma^r 

tpuw penis penis 
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7« dsTTga mtgara 
ccKlcatoo-Ieatker ay (far) k3ci2»1 

5, wm4jilal iuriirtflp* 

l^y tliiniitig qf 

6. waTndi 
lon^ one to the g»iind cxutl 

10. kiifa;H 4 jit 

doftiiA qiiidfOiK (tmnhla) 

11. kald^ riuTifiri pM^om 

qpeiiA Kta (?) clitAliA 

12. ye^ ida: Iif^' y«Ky3» pij/r 

I see- clitorii 

L3. £<^rt>i kand<t:i(ijc*ii djra Hmdji kan^ 

{bundtiwalu} 

b^eedband tbi^hd p«au ^tkk 

girin firiM yima^ndm ymHa~f woluma^nda 
copn&te boy go«i di£2y 

IB. kura^ndjm rciiJ/ djidinnsir 
coitiu vulvm semoA 
16. djiba^ daJia ^detiiui: 

bod qf l&Ajvm umen {?] fnoe 
17^ ^ojimarra majan wallimurr yimm:n di^an 
my jwU penis boy lover 

18. tttiVsft iindjin^ 
miiin pesii {}) 

10. 

{the lover o|Miia the legs or the woman} 


Summed up briefiy^ the songs refer to the pamting^ the 
other forms of bodily decoration^ and to the male and female 
genitals. The women constantly used in explanation the 
word ” sing *\ which in pidgin-English has the significance 
of magic directed towards or into a particular object or 
p^^n. So they would say : *’ Me sing that one dpbSnir i 
me sing tliat one man (penis)." The lover is pictured as 
sitting in the camp. He thinks of the girl and trembles with 
sexual excitement- The woman then " sings ** his penis, 
so that it will grow long, so that she can say " that my penis 
now ". The boy cries for the girh sJid his penis grows so 
long that it falls to the ground like an umbihea] cord. The 
girl trembles with desire and goes to him. He opens her 
legs and sees her ditoris. The boy is symbolized by his 
headband, he becomes dizzy with desire, and the woman 
says "that my headband now". The woman "sings" 
her own genitals, and the man ejaculates- She itiakes a bed 
of leaves- The song now reverts to the use of the miiin 
which is rubbed between her legs in the dance to make her 


z64 aboriginal WOMAN 

genitals long ; to make them ‘ poisoQ *, to make them good 
fellow aJonga boy ", Finally the boy opens her legs and they 
have mteroourse. 

If the dance were thrown onto a screen without 
commentary and without explanation of the symbolism 
of the various movements, of the whole context of the 
situation, the background of life in the camp and marital 
relationshipsi the spectacle after the first few moments 
might pall and prove disappointing. The women, on the 
whole, have not the vigour and fire of the men. Their steps 
alternate between a kind of a shuffle and a half-skip. Some 
of the other movements are more graceful—the swaying 
of the body from side to side from the hips, the gestures with 
the arms, or with sticks carried in both hands, and the 
response to the rhythm of the singing. 

The singers, who were sitting before the deared space, 
b^an with wa:dji Mara mara ; the dancers ran out in a line 
from the bushes where they had been hidden, beckoning 
with their arms as though to summon their lovers, and 
uttering at intervals a sharp drrr ... rfm-.,, drrr ,... 
After a song had been repeat^ several times there was a 
pause until the leader signalled for the next. In this dance, 
they earned fighting-sticks and boomcranp, swinging them 
from side to side and finally laying them down in the sand, 
swaying over them with heads bowed. Whilst the others 
sang mtltri tind/tna, the two leaders carried the fnitin, 
halting for a moment and bending their knees in and cut 
imitating coitus movements. For the next dance, the miitVi 
worn put aside, and the performers shuffled forward with 
their bands held before them, so that the fingers curved in 
towards the breasts, and the chorus sang, gt'rin giriti 
yitna:nd^, etc. After this there was a rest; the red head- 
bands were tied on and the woman beckoned with their 
arms once more. For the next song, mtitri iiitdjinar, the 
leaders had a fightuig-stick between their thighs and pushed 
it backwards and forwards. This was followed by the singing 
of ijibai datla, etc., all the dancers rubbing their thighs 
with their bands, They said this was to " ripll up man 




.Vf- 



(d] A dniice Df bizarre. ranlastLc 



(6} Woman's lov^tnafiw. 
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(penis) belonga djibdnir Them the rhj^m quickened 
for the last song— yidbpra lairga, the women of opposite 
moieties faced each other^ grasping one another's shoulders^ 
jumping backwards and forwards, and finally simiilated 
intercourse.^ 

This brought the corroboree to an end; the mUiri were 
hidden in the grasses and the women returned in a laughing 
talkative group to the camp. They were naively vain of the 
designs painted on their bodies, proud of the fact that they 
were the centre of attention and that the men for once were 
in the background. The young stockboys grinned and 
joked with them i some of the older men stood by rather 
silently and in one or two cases seemed subdued. I left the 
Miriwun two days later^ and so did not witness the develop¬ 
ments I but much the same attention was paid to the 
LungEp Djaru^ and Wolmeri women on their arrival In the 
camp after the yirbindji had been performed. At Moola 
Bulla on the following day there was an outburst of 
quarrelling among some of the younger men and women, 
because the former thought that their personal names had 
been called, that the ** poison ** in its more imhgiiant form 
had been directed against them so that they would eventually 
sicken. Djinargu (the leader), Laidbir, and Barudjil angrily 
refuted the charge, and accused the men of trouble-making : 
Wungcnil furiously declared : " All day you pick 'em up 
rubbish/' and she summed up the opimon of the other 
dancers. Although the men knew that part of the yirbindji 
was devoted to love-magic, they could never be sure whether 
or no they had been " sung ” by some revengeful woman. 
They were frankly curious as to what had taken place, and 
tried to pump me for information. Wungeml and another 
young girl said they had slept with thdr lovers on the 
following night, and some of the others declared that 

^ Some ot tbe the beckooifif g^atured, the mbbkig of thighs 

cpccnrred in Una other yirbindji 1 mmi', Byt the south Luu^ djmee, apart 
from the Hum taken nud the difmnt song)!, hsd features that were 
pecaliur to it alone; for imtajice, the carrying ot a Srehrand, and later 
a stkk to represent the p^ds at the luivur. Toey hod alsQ b eprtial term 
for the iiiJtlaleck bundsnari, aiuS one foT the danoiuR ground, 
as distinct from the ofdUuuy danebg ground used by tie men, la,*rwrHv 
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although they had not secured lovers immediately^ they were 
confident of their success later. For days afterwards, when 
the women were alone, conversation was apt to centre on 
the dance ; they would tease the middle-aged woman who 
had carried the fire stick, and speculate on whether two of 
the other dancers who had returned to a camp five mi]^ 
away had already had lovers. 

The yiVdiWyi had tw^o aspects: first, it involved the 
charming of omamentSp painting, weapons^ male and female 
genitals so that they became impregnated with magic; 
secondly, it was a rehearsal of what was believed would 
happen. By virtue of the songs, secrecy, painting, taboos, 
and supernatural origin, it had a compulsive character* 
It conditioned or detennined particular events ; it created 
the context of situation in which the women might realize 
their desires* It s3mibolized the whole procedure of courtship 
culminating in the act of coitus. These features w^ere all 
pT(sent in the other corroborees which I saw. 

Since the yirbindji is an innovation in the Kimberleys, 
some may be tempted to claim that the women have only 
^n able to assert themselves because of the detribaliaation 
in these areas i if it indicates a higher status for women than 
was generally assumed to exist, this is not necessarily true 
of the post. The argument would be a valid onei had w^e not 
already established the privileges a woman enjoys as a wife 
and mother; her participation in the balbai exchanges i 
the magical methods she employs to secure revenge * her 
authority as an old Vfoman and her rile in the increase 
cereixLonies and other rituals of the tribe. Before the advent 
ol the yirbindji, she on occasion took the initiative in 
courtship, and even when married had lovem. The yirbindji 
is thus consonant with the attitudes already existent in the 
tribe, and reveals much the same feature of cultural life 
in another guise. It is an additional means of securing an 
object which the women, according to my informants, have 
^ways pursued with other methods* These differences are 
important. For the first time apparently, the w^omen have 
the opportunity to go apart to paint and decorate themselves; 
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to dance under the directioQ of the old women* awmy from 
the supervision of the men. The psychological effects were 
obvious in the confidence with which the women claimed 
they would realize their desires ; in the pleasure they took 
in performing a ceremoDy* which was secret* magte^, and 
bound to influence the men. 

The Lungai Djani* and Miriwun yirbindji^ as distinct 
from the rites for birth p menstruatioD^ and puberty, would 
seem to fall outside the ordinary totemic complex in that 
the women held no mandate from the totemic ancestors to 
perform it* But they did not seem to have any doubts about 
its efficacy* for it derived from the who endow the 

medicine^man and the sorcerer with their power. The 
yin^rairi^ the Waneiga yitbindji, and the miliri (used by the 
Miriwun wromen) were all said to be dam.^gu and f^aru^gani. 
If this is so« they represent a sanctioned method of partially 
circumventing some of the disadvantages of a law that 
prescribes the relationship of those who shall marry* 
irrespective of mutual desire. The dance is thus a safety- 
valve ; a means of mitigating the dissatisfaction of the 
younger women (and indirectly that of the men). 

The same applies to the Miriwun and Limga yirbindjl. 
Although their origin is attibuted to the djuam, nevertheless 
the women felt they had a right to perform the dances in 
spite of the opposition and jealousy of some of the men. 
Their attitude was summed up in the phrase w^hich I have 
already quoted* and which I heard frequently in discussion : 

lubra no more want 'em old tfuimhana ; she get 'em yoimg 
boy." For a woman who is satisfied with her husband* 
there is probably the fear that he may be unfaithful or that 
if she is approaching middle-age* that she may cease to 
attract him. The dance may thus be a means by which the 
marital tie is strengthened or it may be a means by which 
temporary sexual satisfaction is found dsewhera* so that the 
marriage can be endured for the other advantages it offers— 
settled stable existence in conformity with tribal law. 
Provided such an affair is carried on with discretion* its 
discovery does not as a rule lead to a permanent mptuie 
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in the relationships between husband and wife, though 
there may be quarrels and a short separation. An occasional 
liaison is not in any sense regarded as promiscinty, for which 
there is a special tenn ; nor is it considered as an alternative 
form of marriage; nor is it polyandry. It does not involve 
the sharing of a common hearth and food, the care and 
rearing of children. 

The yirbindji does not confer sexual rights on a woman 
of which she did not illicitly avail herself before. But it 
does give her the moral or a-moral support of the other 
women; it does generate additional confidence in her 
powers to arouse desire in a lover or a husband; it does 
sheathe her in a protective magical armour; and it is an 
opportunity for di^Iay and recreation corresponding to that 
enjo3red by the men. The corroborees have been eagerly 
accepted by the women of the East Kimberleys; those 
living farther to the west anticipate their arrival with 
pleasure. Obviously the dances will come to play an 
important i 61 e in the life of the women. 


CHAPTER XI 


ABORIGINAL WOMAN—SACRED AND PROFANE 

I left the womea's ritual an<| corroborees to the last, 
partly because I did not want their more spectacular and 
exotic character to overshadow and possibly obliterate the 
humdrum prosaic reality and importance of daily life; 
and partly because they have emerged out of the struggle 
to provide sufficient food, to face drought, fire, flood, and 
death, to prepare the individual for the responsibilities of 
adult status, to lessen pain, to protect from danger and to 
inspire with confidence and security. As far as possible 
I have tried to go to the roots of religion and to describe 
the conditions which have brought it into being, and which 
contribute to its persistence. Unless we relate these myths, 
dogmas, and rituals to the needs of the Aborigines, to their 
relationships with one another and their environment, we 
have missed their significance, and they become grotesque 
figments of the primitive mind; the meaningless and 
perhaps barbarous activities of primitive man. If we have 
grasped the underlying factors of daily life, the interests 
that constitute it, we are in a better position to reaJiae 
bow religion is a means of cGosolidating advantages already 
held, of reinforcing strength where control is less sure, of 
resolving conflicting claims. I have indicated the sanctions 
it provides for customs, laws, and those rites which either 
bear directly on the welfare of the community as a whole, 
or on the lifo>cri 5 es of the individual. 

We have done this without detracting from the practical 
and adaptable qualities of the Aborigines. Much of this 
book has been devoted to the profane life of a woman- 
marriage, relations with kin, foraging for food, economic 
exchanges, the rearing of children, the acquiring of a 
knowledge of the environment and its resources—in short 

2^ 
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with many of those activities which are basic to existence 
in an aboriginal community. It is difficult to recondle 
the facts as they have emei^ged from otir study, with such 
a sweeping opinion as that put forward by Briffanlt; 
" Among the Australian Aborigines the condition of the 
women is utterly degraded/’ > " In West Australia the 

degraded conditiou of women at present is perhaps more 
uniformly reported and emphasised than in regard to any 
other portion of the continent. But it has al<vi been noticed 
that the old women enjoy an extraordinary influence, 
which is in marked contrast with the abject and oppressed 
condition of the younger ones." * Such generalizations 
savour of the moralist rather than the scientist; as an 
unqualifted summ^ up of sexual relationships, they have 
little vahdity in view of the material I have presented. 

Briflault of course is concerned with proving his thesis 
of the pre-existence of mother-right and a higher status of 
women. He asserts that " there is little doubt that the 
patriarchal character of Australian society, the dominance 
of the men and the debased condition of the women are 
features of a comparatively late origin, and that these 
have supplanted a sodal state in which women occupied 
a more influential if not actually dominant position 
But as Profrasor Raddifife-Brown has pointed out, in 
West Australia kinship through the mother is only slightly 
less important than m the so-called matrilineal tribes to 
the east.* Nor is there anything to indicate that the women 
have had a higher status in the latter tribes:. Unfortunately 
for his argument, Briflault also claims that *’ so long as 
woman remained economically productive, it was impossible 
for complete patriarchal supremacy to b^me established. 
The primitive woman is independent because and not in 
spite of her labour ".® Now as I have shown, the women 
supply the bulk of the food and their work is more important 

* R. BiiJiAult. Tht Moth^s. vofl. i, p, 3ll, 

■ Ibia., p, m 

* R, op. dt , p. 338- 

1 A Fmnhtr mt Arnbrym, p. 52. 

* R Bnfiaiilt, p. 43^, 
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than that of the men because it is more consistently 
productive. 

My aim in this book has been to approach the problem 
of the position of women from a positive point of view; 
the emphasis has been on those pri^cgcs and duties which 
she either shares in common with the men, or which are 
peculiar to her sex alone ; on those means which are open 
to her of satisfying her physical, social, ajid spiritual needs 
in a manner consonant with environmental and cultural 
conditions. No one index can serve as a final criterion of 
the status of aboriginal woman. We must define, and if 
necessary define at length, the whole network of relationships 
of which she is an integral unit. We must examine her 
functions as a wife, a mother, and a daughter; as a member 
of the kinship, locals and totemic groups; we must see 
what claims she makes on her environment, on aodetyj 
on her gods. 

The results of the previous chapters can now be summed 
up. We find that for all her apparently untethered existence, 
aboriginal woman, in common with her brother, exercises 
well-defined rights of ownership over certain regions of the 
tribal territory. Her work is of the utmost importance: 
it makes her an indispen^hle unit in the tribal economy: 
an invaluable asset as a wife. Reports from other parts 
of the continent indicate the significance of her economic 
activities, and it is time that this factor, which so closely 
interlocks with the marital relationship, should be considered 
as one of the determinants of the status of aboriginal 
woman. 

If a girl has little freedom of choice in marriage, at l^t 
the young man is in the same position. Both as a rule 
expect to marry a person of the prescribed relationship. 
Marriage is more than a sexual union : it involves economic 
co-operation, the sharing of food and a common hearth, 
the rearing of children. We have found that apart from 
the choice of residence, husband and wife claim reciprocal 
privileges, fulfil reciprocal duties. Marriage confers status 
on both, and leads to the establishment of relationships 
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with other hordes, with increased opportunities for bulbar 
exchanges, the right to attend certain ceremonies, and all 
the advantages of a stable permanent union, that ultimately 
outweigh the attracdons of a temporary liaison with the 
disputes and quarrels it provokes. 

In the matter of children, the man's claim to fatherhood 
rests on his status as the husband of their mother. The 
physical tie with the mother is recognized and emphasized. 
She exer ci ses much authority and influence over them, 
and they may be said to buttress her pr^ition in the tribe. 
There is no question of the tribe being exclusively patrilineal. 
The maternal relatives have an important rfile in the 
ceremomal, economic, and sodal life of an individual. 

Marriage lor an aboriginal woman is a means of living 
a full life, of finding economic, sexual, sodal, and sentimental 
satisfaction. The responsibilities and interests it creates 
absorb much of her time, and therefore it is essentiai to 
give full weight to the privileges she has as a wife, and to 
those factors by which she generally manages to obtain 
for hereelf a measure of good treatment. Her contentment 
is not inertia in the face of a destiny from which there b 
no escape, Jt is not passive acquiescence in the only lot 
she can know. It is based on active partidpation in the 
hfe of the community, and on the recognition of her rights 
as an individual and as a social personality. 

So much for her more intimate and personal relationships. 
There are, however, aspects of public life in which she hag 
a subordinate r 61 e. Warfare and judicial functions in 
cases of death are the prerogatives of the men. Political 
control is vested in the hands of the headman and the 
elders, but here again the statement must be qualified by 
those situations in which it is wielded. It has a limited 
sphere of operation—the assembling of hordes for inter¬ 
tribal meetings, the conduct of proceedings, and the handlmg 
of cases of sorcery or the theft of women from their tribe. 
In many other matters, responsibility is delegated amongst 
the older men and women in the kinship groups. The 
men, however, have more opportunities for display and 
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their ceremonies have wider repencusaions throughout the 
entire social group. Nevertheless the women are not excluded 
from these occasions. If they are relatives of the dead or 
of the boy to be Initiated p they have a personal interest 
in the proceedings and functions to carry out* As onlookers^ 
they look forward to the excitement, the contact with 
relatives, the possibility of bnlba: exchanges, the witnessing 
of corroborees, and the settiement of their own grievances.^ 
When we turn to religion, we find that aboriginal woman 
has a reverence for* and yet a sense of kinship with the 
totemic ancestors, a reliance on the rites which they have 
instituted for her needs. She has the same religious beliefs, 
the same totemie afhliations with the Time Long Past as 
the men. She has her spiritual heritage, and her exclusion 
from certain male rituals can neither diminish nor depredate 
it. Her conduct is regulated by similar ethical sanctions * 
she benefits from the increase ceremonleSp and as an old 
woman may perform those for the foods which fall within 
her particular province. By the mourning rites she is 
fortified and protected when death disrupts her closest ties. 
On the other hand, the men have evolved secret ceremonies 
centring around the i/uru^a, cidt totems, circumdsion, and 
subincision. They are designed to further male pursuits. 
On this basis* I have as far as my material permittedp 
indicated some of the eoonomiCp sodafp and physiological 
factors which have contributed to their elaborate character 
as compared with those of the w^omen. The women's rites* 
howeverp are important: they for the most part deal with 
crises when a woman is believed to be particularly vulnerable 
either because of actual physical dangerSp or because of 
those believed to be inherent in the situation They are 
dara.^gn or sacred and are kept secret from the men. The 

MkEs Camilla W'edpFood, in dbciiidti^ the positicc of wdmea in 
Mwiam, makes a siintlar point co tlieir fonctiPiu in n wnremprny io ‘vhiclL 
tho mfn havo tlic itpcot&cidaj' rAl«i. It Kemi ciear that the womeEi 
do Dot irgofd tl^cirt^vG^, and iodoed are not rc^ajrded by Uie men, as 
mere Epectatoo in a primarily mB^culLae affair, but aa a£tiv« paiticipaDts 
in a social aDd riltiAl event aUectiDg tbe mernbers of t«o conmiimitiei 
irrespective of sex/’ viii, p. Ldd. 
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woman also practises black magic as a mea^s of revenge, 
and she takes part in the secret coTtoborees which are 
performed by the WDinen and which are devoted to love 
magiCn 

\Ve have been able to penetrate beyond first impressions 
of a dirty and unprepossessing camp* a simple material 
culture, and the apparent ifisecurity of nomadic conditions. 
The texture of native life is woven of much the same interests 
as preoccupy the average European. WTiat seemed a 
humdrum treadmill of existence at the lowest ecanoinic 
level has revealed its moments of dnuna, clashes of 
conflicting claims and personaiities. The women, whom 
in the prolqgue we saw going out to forage laden with their 
swags^ have proved on closer acquaintance to be complex 
individuals^ fulfilling certain duties and possessing certain 
privileges. Were it not for her matter-of-fact acceptance 
of her lot, one might be tempted to cast aboriginal woman 
in the heroic moulds She faces life with none of the civilised 
amenities^ the scientific inventions, and labour-saving 
devices that the modem European woman enjoys# She 
brings to her work qualities of patience^ tenacity, 
adaptabili^, competence* trained powers of observation 
and an intimate knowledge of the country and its resources. 
With h(^ slender digging-stick* she exacts sustenance from 
the earth for herself and her dependants. But she has also 
the support and protection of her kindredn She receives 
food from them occasionally, and makes a return in kind# 
The kinship system operates to ensure that none shall go 
in need, and that there is provision for the young and old. 
It is neither primitive communism nor pfomiscuous altrinstn# 
It is based on reciprocity, on an equUibriiim of rights and 
duties ; for he who does not givCp docs not receive. Besides 
the a^istance afforded by relatives, a woman has a refigton 
which emphasizes her kinship with her environment, and 
which generates faith and security at those points where 
her practical knowledge faib her. 

There ^e striking differences in pe^^nalityp arising out 
of qualities of self-assertion^ experience, and ^owledge of 



ABORIGINAL WOMAN 275 

ritual and mythology. And though tike the maiority of 
men the women obey custom and law as a rule, stUl there 
is no complete subservience to tradition and authority. 
If they are often jedous of their rights, and arc np-hoiders 
of morality when their relatives are likely to override it, 
they generally tend to adopt a tolerant attitude towards 
the misdemeanours and intrigues of others, apart from 
tlie pleasure they derive from the gossip that such subjects 
provoke,* In view of this flexibility of response Briffault's 
gener^ation is of interest. He states that " woman is 
constitutionally orthodox; all heresy is alien to her 
character. The established sentiment has for her a two¬ 
fold greater force than it has for the man ; its authority is 
for her absolute, her devotion to it passionate *’.* 

This certainly does not apply to aboriginal woman as 
distinct from aboriginal man ; and indeed one wondere to 
what society it would apply. It does not appear to be 
ba^ on a dkpassionate and detailed analysis of the material 
w'hich is to be found in the more recent anthropological 
studies of primitive cultures. Among the aboriginal women 
there is no complete uniformity of response. Factore of 
locality, closeness of kinship ties, interests involved, age, 
experience, and temperament determine the reactions of 
both men and women as individuals to the various situations 
that arise in daily life. 

In ^e course of our survey, a marked economic, social, 
and ritual differentiation between the sexes has emerged: 
but the factors underlying it are complex and diverse, and 

^ In llut iUKUMloa bdi^ hm dteithcns in the hock ol the ^baence 
01 miy irtnndimdiud re&ctbn tipoH Ibe part oi thfl community to infrin^ 
oi the it in worUi white notlof that Dr, in hii stSdy 

til tl» Scbout«Q iLcaitiDto i. utnitercoDdosteii- He found that the'' mcHoci 

^ ^ ^ a unanimoUB risiD^ in puppoct of ojcceptcd 

morml pritiEipte4« but i^o^uisti mther in tvciy pwioa havii^f k greater 
rtadwcaa to act,^ or to liad ejctenuatiiig circumHajicis,, ACjc<mijiia 
Jte tae comptex situatkiD vhicb rdatea him to the actm of the drama. 

faclnzm ol m»t wd^t m the ttei of bteod and neighhouihocid utiitiitg 
the Mtofti to aim another pd the spectator, Othen include such questteoi 
■■ nuk^ whether the oi minal had prov-ocahioii, whethei' he Is a firet 
cnsider. aitd pc^tul coaakleratiaiii like lealoatv nr pride 
Sq^ I^yoo to CHoe ”, J.R.A.I.. bcviil. I93S. p. 2(3: 
ft, BiilEault. op. «(., vol. iii, p, 2M. 
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there is diSculty in subsuining them under any one principle. 
This is not to say that they do not interlock at certain 
points ; but we cannot infer from th^ a fixed relationship 
between the sexes, which operates throughout the entire 
social structure. Economic, procreative, and social functions 
establish the identity of each sex as a sodal group; but 
they also define the contribution which each has to make to 
society. The relationship may be, as in economics, one of 
co-operation towards a common end, the provision of food 
for the family and its dependants. Sometimes it may involve 
the subordination of one sex, as happens in the political 
organization of the Aborigines. Control over certain spheres 
of life is vested in the hands of the elders, and the women 
have no complementary rights. Elsewhere men and women 
may have their own ceremonies, which refer to the specific 
problems and mterests of their respective sex. 

Religion, through mythology, sanctions and therefore 
tends to perpetuate the economic, sodal, and political 
differentiation between the sexes. It also from the native 
point of view offers an explanation of physiological functions. 
But in the Kimberley tribes, it does not set up a rigid 
division in society, in which the men represent the sacred 
dement and the women the profane element. Both men 
and women have their spiritual ties with the Time Long 
Past and the totemic ancestors. Both take part in sacred 
ceremonies. A ritual differentiation does exist, however, 
and is expressed in the exdusion of the women from some 
of the secret rituals of the men ; and the exclusion of the 
men from some of the secret rituals of the women. The 
nature of these ceremonies is important: they occur at 
crudal periods in the life of a man or a woman, crucial 
either in terms of physiological development, or in the 
acquiring of skill and mastery in those activities which 
play an important part in existence. For the man, these 
are circumcision, subincUion, the tfuru^a and cult totem 
corroborees, whose function in endowing him with strength 
and success in male pursuits 1 have already discussed. 
For the woman, there are the menstruation, prc-puberty. 
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introdsion, and cbildbirth rites, black magic and the secret 
corroborees devoted to love-magic. The individual is 
seduded temporarily from contact with members of the 
opp<site sex- the supernatural power believed to be 
engendered by the ceremonies is sdeguarded and utilized 
for specifically male or female purposes as the case may be. 
The male and female principles in some contexts are mutually 
dangerous and mutually antagonistic. The women with 
regard to the men's rituals are profane and uninitiated; 
the men with regard to the women’s ritual are prolane and 
uninitiated. 

The " sacred inheritance of the tribe includes the 
system of totemism, a number of myths of the totemic 
ancestors and the ^aru^ganit the mourning and increase 
cerenionies, in which both men and women are associated 
and have their part Dr. Warner's statement that the 
Murngin woman makes little sacred progress during her 
lifetime,’ can in the Kimberteys only refer to the fact 
that the women remain uninitiated into most of the secret 
rituals of the men, Bui, tbeFc can be no question of 
identifying the sacred inheritance of the tribe only with 
the men's ceremonies. Those of the women belong to it 
also; they have the same supernatural sanctions of the 
totemic ancestors and the Time Long Past; and they 
bear much the same practical relation to problems and 
difficulties. They do not constitute a cult; but they do 
represent a body of sacred knowledge to which the men 
have no access i they are a set of sacred activities in which 
the men do not participate. 

Aboriginal woman like aboriginal man is both sacred 
and profane. By virtue of her procreative, sexual, econotnic, 
and social functions, she claims certain privileges and fulfils 
certain duties in the community. She has value as a social 
personality, and takes her place in the profane activities 
of the tribe. But she has also her spiritual affiliatiaiis. 
The system of totemism and spirit-children beliefs link 
her with the Time Long Past and the totemic ancestors. 

* W, L» ’VVirpsTp Blac)i Ci^Ui^icn, pp. ShB. 
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The increase cerctnomes and mouming ritual create 
confidence and security in tlie struggle for existence. 
Finally as a spiiitiial individual, she is also able to participate 
in those secret and sacred ceremonies which have been 
evolved to meet the particular problems and difficolties of 
women as a sex. 
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Gniujuirt, H.. 24t d. 
granulama. L07 
16 

Crty. G.. 84 

Cribble, E.. 85 and n., 8l n. 
group marriage, absence of^ 85-8, 
105 

gWHm (type of f/HniTidJ, 120. 225* 
227p 2m 220, 240 
gvwbv (tab^) 

gufft^, 177, 184, 203: St* uffdrr 
totemfim. drem totem 

H 

Hair {st* belts|; coUSure. ti2l 
shaving, 213. 2U 
hoU-^iaste. 25, 44. 80 
Hardy. Thomas, 4 
HoskI. E., 68 b. 

headman, fimcUoaa of, 130, 178, 
181. 2)04 . 208. 272: authndty, 
115. 12®. 148. 148^, 152, 178} 
and ritnol^ 130. 139, 204. 206, 
207. 2)08 : iQna of. 120: wrnng 
maxTiages of. 12S 


beallh* 35p 107 
hearth, Ltt irtidtr fim 

HogWn. T,. 275 n 
HodgsoB. C.p S5 n, 
homosexuality, 257 and n. 
horde (patnilmeal group)., 2$. 73, 
132, 138 ff . 141. 178* 188. 185p 
205: country* 30, 73, 125* 129* 
218. 217. 218 1 fientiment Ice, 
65. 138. 177. 1S5. I6l. 102} 
and kinship. 120. L2I* 124. 138, 
192} and ivomen. 136. ]40p 

170 E. 178. 185. 216} jer nndtr 
ntuol 

Hawiit, A. W,. 85. 98 a. 
hospitality* 167* 
humanity, 160 

humour, sense of, 51, 67. 127, L28. 
185 

hnattngj 5. I3fl.. 2S; orgoBiiation, 
18; 3tt ^tndir nuigic 
husbMd, sw under marriage 

I 

IDcgitimacy* 105. 106. 107 
lUnm. 57, 75, 79p lOO, 139. 145. 
151, 170. 201. 2i0. 211, 215. 222. 
240. 247. 257: cure oJ. 248. 
251 ; tit \mdtr block magic, 
taboos 

Upjrra TribCr 39 n^ 
imprcsslans, 2, 8 
In-cflt. sts under auirioge 
increase ceremony. !7* 138. 166 
aoa If.} by men. 138, 204. 20S. 
217. 226. 234. 246: by women, 
138. 138. 178. 183. 204. 208. 215* 
228; Mtes. 8* L38. 176. 206 
indq^dence of childien, 53} of 
women., 23* 187, 2L9 
infancy, Qn 11* 40 6., 223: core of 
child, 50} lactation, 5(^1* 54* 
222. 244. 258; weaning* 51; 
burial of, 213 

iubdebty. 144. 147. 150. 249; te* 
adnJteiy 

inheritance, of horde country,. 42, 
73, 125, 133. £38* 154. L76, 217, 
271 ; property. 141. 227; 

totitms. 42. I54p 1B6. 217; 

tribe. 42; Iwirdn cercmonie^i 
L38. £54 

inltiatioB {w olra ritual, ciicum- 
ciaion. submclsion. eto.)^ 145. 
152* 155* tS3p 171* 174, 178. 190, 
197, 215,216.219.221-2.246 
ioJtiativD of women, 186. 255 
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ioteT'tribal mcctiJlg, 3 , ] ], SO, 34 , 
40. ^9. 93, 141, 144. U& ^T., 167, 
178, IBS, 216. 2iB. 273 
introdstonK 97 , 98 , 236 ; ci- tvilb 
BnbifidaiDii, 99, 236 


J^CHisy^ majTiage}, 179. 

2^ 

jouroeys, S, 30, 54, 65. 7S, 129, 
132, 140, ISI, IS7, 194 
Jaurimi 6/ th* Anikropgtogical 

InslituU^ dted^ 69 n., 99 p.. 
151, 169 a., 253 n., 255 n., 273 n. 
Joyioc, J., 39 

judicial autbprity, 17&, 272 

K 

Kflltiiib Tribe. 98 n., 226 ti 
Kaiadii Tribe, 57 n. 

Kolban, 119. 129, 130 
Kukrti (rainbow tniakE:)^ 42+ 44+ 45, 
169 B., 170, 103, 194. 196 o.+ 
200+ 206. 211, 212. 325, 247, £50+ 
£52 

Epi jitraoj^ef 

(nwiber's horilo cchuntryL 
49, 125. 137 

kangaroo. 13-14 - cooking ol, 32 ■ 
eating of. 22: (llitrjbutioD+ 25, 
32, ^; importance of. 22. 

27 

King River Ttibee, 99. 256 
kiit&liip (w alsD afiiniiJ, avoidance^ 
dscent, cachangee, edncatiDii, 
lamlly, iDberitacce, TnaTrln^, 
patemity+ jtdbMtioai, etc.), S3, 
41, 63, 112, 125: attitudes to, 
110. 123; diwtidty of, 125: 
groups, L74 ; and local 

orgaairation. 120, 192 * duties 
of kan, 79. 81-2, 131, 144, 145, 
147, 148, 149, 170+ 180, 182, 217+ 
225, £49. 272 [ and subeec^ns, 
46. 49. 52. 92; HO, 117; terns, 
47 E., 117+ 118; adjusttiients in, 
117, 120 flirt cbUd^e nan *f. 51, 
69 

kr<fga (type of tfuru^), 227, £38 
Awr, 1^ 

Kukatha Tribe. 91 n. 

Kuia, 166 

kulamitH, 22 a.. 165. 166 
Aufdtmdd 93 

Kunian Tribe, 17. 115. 124 n,, 
126, 175 n.. 197, 249+ 256 


L 

Lactation, Lafancy 

Land of the Dead, 310 6,, 216 
lamiscape (w enviroiirneBt), 1 6., 
23, 02. 259 

land tenure^ 10+ 136 E.+ NO, 

176 ; land hunger. 139; sdt aiSQ 
camp, tiorde country, local 
organimtion 

law. 73, Ch. V.. 193, 200, £24, £47, 
346, 275 ; admlnbtratfon of, 76, 
160 8, (uc Autbarity.. old age. 
beadman) ; infiingemcntanf, 101, 
JJ5-J6, 121, 126, ISO. 144, 149, 
152. 130, 248, £49 
lATinfesa. £5^, 150 
leadership (i^-c oM age. hendmaa); 
among women, 160 fl., £52, 256. 
£57. 260. 264 
leprosarium, 145 
levirate, £14 

Sialwn, 70 n., 89-90. 9^+ lDI-4, 
11L 118, 180, L50+ 158+ 181, 

25S 

local organixatlon, £9 (w land 
timure. horde, camp) ; and sub- 
aectiana, 43 ; 120. 124 ; and 

kinship, 120, 124-5 
low magic, m? umdrr nmgic 
lovers, 144 , 236. 252, 25S 
loyalty, 71, 141 
LuoLhe^tz, C., 85 Q., 9l 
Lunga Tribe, 11. 13, 16, 46, 90. 
IH, US, H7p 121, 124 n., 1£6, 
1S1^£, 145, 152, 168, 167 D., 
171, 175 n.+ 176, 179, 162. 195, 
198. 2t3, 204. 314. m. £28. 
229, 234, 240. 254, 256, 360 n , 
261 n.+ 285 a.. 267 
Lyne River. 167, £16 


51 

MndAgella Tribe, 167 
magic, 20L. 205, 208, £2£, 224; 
Nack magic, 240, 24S fl., 262, 
274 ; Rghting, N6; limcrians 
of, 9, 16-17, L88: hunting, 16 : 
lovevmAgic, 93, 145. 175, 254 0., 
256; use of smoke, N6. 216, 
225, 242. £16, 248 [ sem jipell 
male principle, se^ undir female 
Malinowski^ 9. 14, 16, 24, S4„ 
65 n., 67 n-. 69, 71 a., 77 n.. 
86. 89 n., 105, IN. 143 n., 187-^8, 
198 C1.+ 210 
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MAinKifl Tills*. r.. 177, 195, 

197. 204, 228. ^3, 2^0. 

249, 230, 2S4 
JUair, cited, 175 

li.. 273 Q, 

mandiki (type cf 227 

marri^D (w aduEttiy, affioiUK 
bcbrathiJ, cmutAhip, divorce^ 
ecnnpniic5> elopenmnt, gFtHip“, 
Idoship, liiiiiwi), moDO^&iiiy, 
I^VKuny. xx, Kubsection^, 
widoi^), SSO, 1S9, 225, 271 : 
age for, 100. US, £$8; 

oltcniKte, 48, 113. ||3 fi. ; 

atuttides ami iqpUvcs of men. 
73-^. 89-9a, 105 a., 112: af 
100 fl,. 111, 112, J2S ■ 
cftPctiiQmjf, Sh ’ child-, Abseace 
of, 84 ; chikkeii and, 89-90. 

m. liw, 107, 153, 136: clai^H. 
46 ; conditiaiu of, 74, 78. S9. 90 ; 
Ch. V* 232. 33s; dcfijiitioii of, 
89 : tconamic aspect, 101 : fre*- 
dont df choice in, 90, 90^ 100^ 
104, 109-HO, 111, Ua, 135. 154, 
159, 271 ; fonctlod? of* 89-90, 
104 k 109; hApptneas, 103: 

huabaiid and wife—aHection 67 
88, 102, Ml, 144. 133-i, 215, 
253; co-operatida between. 
24 -^k 38. 38. 141. 130, 159; 
jealousy between, 102, 143-4. 
232 ; qqiJTelft between, 25, 93 
127* 133, H2. 143--1, 145. 153, 
156; huitmid's nebtfl. 2S, 59, 
88^7. 127* 131, m, 135, 142-1. 
147, 152. 156; wife's lifhtft and 
duties. 25,31,33. 34. 36, 86* 87-^, 
Ch. VII, 177, 186, 254- 
‘wives of beadtnnn, 108* 139. 182, 

204 : maf]ia|B e^tchanifcs, 77,89* 
04* 130 flL, 147, ISS ; permanenty 
of* 109, ISO, 159; pfeacnbcsd 
[Tegnlarj* 46-7* 110, 112, US, 
no, 126* 253, 207; pumhase, 
absence of, 130-1 J KpajntionL 
103, 143. 144, 133. 253, 267; 
vtnbilily of. ISO. 159. 253; 

wrong. 101* 113, 117, 122, I24 n.. 
125. 127* 128. 129* 147. 148, 

250, 258 

mark fP. EX message stick* 229 
Afason. O, X* 23 
matem&l jnstinct. 107. 137 
matenol kindfed, 60, 131^ 133 

141, 133. 174, 176. 179. 215, 236. 
270. 272 


maternity, phyucaJ, 43, $4 a., 
69 tt.. 244. 2J5. 272 ; wcial, 
43, S3 

matiiUneal principle. 175 ff, 
Mathew^ J., 99 

Mathewm. R, H,. 46 o.. 00 n.^ 116 
matrildcnl reaidence^ 137 
matnmtion, 222; w childhocMj 
McCcnnel. U.. S, S8 a.. 71 n., 04 n.* 

105. 113, 237 n. 

medicine, native. 248; jw iUnmi 
medickic-maii. 170. 185, 211. 212. 
217* 235 n., 249, 250. 251-2; 
woman. 183, 211* 2!2. 217, 251. 
252; Htfieua. magicK Jiarcery 
meastmatEon, 07. 98. 100, 143* 2ltf, 
233, 036; tabdde, 96 100 145 
154. 222. 236; ritual erf, 235 ; 
myth. 235; meTi''a attitude to* 
100. 238, 210; ntxial un- 
dCaiilineAS 

main^n [tjiw of ahovclspear}, 166, 
160. 171, 172 

wriVirt. 229. 262, 2S3, 2S5. 267 
Miriwun Trjbc, 176, 222 220 2S0 
254* 250. 287 

mnicties (fw toteiniiun), 17d and n 

106. 207. 257, 260 
monogamy^ U3-14 
»wr!^dA. 35. 131, 132. 166 

Mo&la Bnlia (Govertiinent Statrcdi), 
29 k 40.44,54, lOl, 104, 114, ul, 
119* 125, 126. 135, t7t. 183. 
211,258,263 
mnon, 12, 

moral attitudes, 117, 126. 128^ 129; 
Indignation^ 131 

mother (sw infancy* bijth„ child¬ 
hood) : and children^ 33, 50 fl., 
57, 69, SO. 107* 244, 272 : and 
danghter, 21. 33, 50 ft,, 58, 66. 
132. 145. 236, 242; and son, 

33, S4. 173* 179, 226; rights of 

70. 131, 13S, 154. IS5. tSl. 
172^. 216, 220 anil m; 

potion of, 137, 226 n. ; mother- 
hood. IncentlvH to, 157 ; 
mothET s brotlier, 33, 31. 60^ 
63,67, 78.81.96, 101, 107* 124 n , 
MS, 135 

iMatiuTS, T*e. dtoJ, 230 a.. 270.275 
mourning iMi* widow, death, 
atriog)* 44, 136, 147* 210, 214, 
215. 273; deferred cecemijnv 

34. 170, 179, 211, 214-15, 210, 
217. 246: tn:atment of bonea 
{jxrf burial}. 212.216,217,2 IS, 248 
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MudberB Trib*, 254, 25& 

MuUak Mul!ak Tritw, 1S7* J7l 
Mundja Station, 

Mungjirni Tribe, It, 

(tyfw Df 07* 

227* 234 

Mtirngin Tribe. IIS, M4, 121, m, 
104, 220, m, 226 n.. 230, 277 
myth, 102, 100 n., 107 fi,, 23S. 246 : 
VnneticiR of, 162, 106, 20L ; death, 
120; excKAngei, 172: hordio. 
13S: hyfitin|, 16; loltmtipa, 
70* 80; iDtrod^ion, 00, 236 
marriB^e. 76, 113, ISO; men'' 
jitroBtinR, 235 i :»ijbUict3£anp 201 : 
l/itrii^R, 201 ; stars. 12-13; (siv 
totemlc ancestdrs, nantntami^ 


K 


nadjerl (iubweriao iiiuncj 
tiBg&m (rab^tiDn nBmo) 

Dambin [sob^tjim fuinie) 
names, 50; nafagu 
nftmljiU (fiubsectidQ nnme) 
nangala [subsectkui munc) 
nangeri («nb&dctidD imnie) 

■Ara^u (namcsiriw), 50, 167* 173* 
196 1 sfe syb&KtKiii iiDd«f 
totemum 

^aru^ani (Time Lo»g 1, 

13, 41, 4+-5. 75* 00, 138. 102 ff, 
197, 2l5p 217. 221. 227, 228, 
229, 230. 232p 234, 239, 245, 254, 


287: tqitemk ancesrtor^, myth 

tiaaBl septum, 77 

NgRdi Tribe, 98, 99. 132, 235, 239, 
256, 261 n. 

KgatnbulBdja Tribe, 256 
NgBliiyeTud Tribe, 2S3 
uoaniLiig^ jeubsection name} 
noaru (aabscdtion name) 
normality, coiarept g|, 240 
Gornts {see undh educationj, 62, 
73^ 1 ] 0 233 

Northern Territory, 3* 13. 113, t63, 
163 n., 167. 169. 220, 250, 253 
Nullaktin Tribe, 226 n, 
wife, JL 

Nyigina Tribe, 126 m, 184 , 204 p., 
228, 235 iL 

Nymin Tribe, Hltemutjve term for 
Pjam, frequently heard amaiig 
east Djaru 

Nynl^Nyul Tribe, 1J6, 201 n. 
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O 

Ou-anid, cited* 22 n.* 24 42 n., 

46 n., 49 n.* 56 n., 6B n.* 77 u,, 
SI n., S8 n., 00 n., 04 u,, 104 n,, 
106 n * 113 n„ 114 m, 116 n., 

117 n.i 123 n., 124 u., 125 n.* 

129 u., 130 n., 136 n.p 156 n.* 

[63 n.p 102 IL, 204 n*, 205 o., 

216 a., 273 n. 

DdhK, red. la. 04, 100, 153 n., 

laa, 160, 171, 172, 179, 212, 

215, 216. 236> 246, 255* 250 
eld age, respect for* 162, 207* 230: 

taboesp 33. 98, 207, 222, 225; 
mcfl. 5, 208, m-3. 227; 

ELutbdrity ol, 76, 76, 114, 170, 
179. 208, 210, 225, 231 ; women, 
5, 21, 33, 154, 157, 182. 201 ; 
authority of* 98, 99, 181, 208. 

216, 224* 235, 237, 257, 250, 
259. 267. 270 

drUBiDBPt bundiitpidti, ochre), 
76, 80, 255; design, 259-261 
absence nl* 151 

cmieTBliip* Si* undt* inbcritunEiet 
property, land tefidre 


P 

Paruntbodd. «# father* mether* etc. 
Parktsr, K, L,, £72 m 
parturition* ut birth 
paternil^-—pbyricpi, umt-eristence 
of, 42 9 : SDCiaJ, 42, 44, 59* 272 
patrilineal principle, 136, 175 S. 
patrilocal residence, 135 6., 176, 
178, ISO, 185 
pcari-sluGll, u* djaguii 
peuEdties, W naffer taboofl 
Hddington* K.* 228 n. 
pmdjau^ndja (pearl-idicH oma- 
numtl* 166. U% 249* £51 
pinga: {mELmkiL qf aome type of 
eucal)'ptu9 leaf], 21* 204 
placenta, dij|>osal of, 242, 244 
poi»n (F.£. for forcGry qr niagtc) 
politm^s^ I5l 

politicai crganicatfon, 17? ff., 185, 
272 

polygamy, 65 n,, 1J3 3_, 154; 
ccHopeRitiou betwiMU cowives. 
19, 2L 113. 110. 154 
pregnancy, 56, 241-2; Mammg 
ricknesa 42 ; ritual, 242 * tabow, 
56. 04* 154* 169 n., 222, 223, 239, 
241 ; w cunceptiDfi, birth 
pre-nuptial Dccnce, 03, 105 
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28. H5. t29. 185. I7Q, 
m, m, 227, 252 
primitive cflmniumjmi, absence p|* 
32 

principin of kfn^p tenniiKklQgy, 
124 ; &tt pAtriIiD«a]. niAtiiLLneal 
prafan^esfi ol men. 22t. 238, 

277 ; qf wDmeii, SO. 21S, 2%9, 
22C^i, 27^7 

promiKuity,. 88-7, 145, 151 
property [u* tnberitaiice]i« of meii, 
214; of women, L4L 172, 173, 

214 

prow®, 148^ 178 

poberty. 33 ; boy a, 78 ; firrs. 78, 
04, m fi.. 101, m, m 734 : 

mud mmma^, 88 (w meostma- 

tioD) ; pabi4:-4hril 

public opinion, 102, 128 
Punaba Tribe, 115, 128 and n-t 
183, 175 n., ]7S, 243 
pnnifibmcnt, am tfsder tmboos^ 
judiclaJ ajithority 
purposes of fieldwork, w preface 


Quairrla^ dispnbes, icajiiage 
^ecaaliyid Tribes. i06, 114, 
232 n. 


It 

Raddilfe^Brown, A. K., 9, 20. 45, 
69, 118, 117, 124 n.H 132 a.« 
133 n., 138, 175. 191. 2l0 o., 
223. 224. 270 

TainfkU. 2. 17. 20 ; rainmmkinff, 

!2. 175, 106. 204 n , 208 ff. 
ndm^juatjon, 218 
ralmtivce^ w kinahip, matemaJ 
religion, 9^ 208, 219^ 248 ; limctiein 
of. 162, 188-9, 221, 289. 278: 
and wotuen, Ch. V1H_ 273; (sm 
totflfiiisto^ spirit- 

cbildtco, ritiniJ) 
n-aidence. jm patriXocal 
rcvemice, 227, 230. 273 
rhythm of daily bfo. 52. 134 
rinff fP.E, for Lnter-tiibal meeting 
fur loiti&tiQii, ete-) 
ritual. 3. 4 ; of bofda, 138: of 
219, 222 ; attitude of women to* 
202. 276 ; of women. 99, 232 8., 
235* 253, 273 ; exdu^on of mem 
from, 00, 221. 236. 254. 257* 276; 
stf joitiatioc, introclaioo. etCr 
ritual difierentiatLon, »r didcrentia- 
tian 


ritnaJ fonnuiar, 97-S. 204—5. 235-^6, 
239* 242. 243* 250. 254. 262, 
363-4, 265 

ritual ucckaoliDess. 97, J83, 221* 
237H8 

Rivefi. W. H., 89 

road (P.E.—ceremcmial trade 

route}, 187-8 
rock-painting 206 
Robebn, G.p 188, 253. 255. 257 n. 
Roth. W. E., 99. 232 c.. 230 o. 
rontldro ol work, wi economics, 
rhythm 

Rossell. B. 104, 1S5 
Husmia, 104 
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Sacred rites, objcctm, food, etc,: 
HRder dbro.'f n 

macredness (saxi£rity}p male^ 220^ 
221, 230. 276; feinaJt. Ou VH1. 
194, 217-16, 230, 277 
Salvmdo Biebop, 85 n, 
sanctioiim. 75-8. 128. IS6, 170, 193. 
108, 100. 202, 223, 238. 245, 249. 
269, 273. 278 
acandal, 95* 151 
aeasona. 11 8, 

BDCJvt life of men, SO, 154 (rw ritual, 
t/uru^a, elL) ; of women, CIl X ; 
wt introcirion, birth, etc. 
HKtions, 28 n., 48 n.. 116. 164 
eecnen, fdnetioa of. 43 
suntinient of dependeney* 223, 024 ; 

£^f revenmee. loyalty 
sex, chlldren'e knowl^ge of, 88, 
93 : conception mod, 43. 55, 106: 
erotk aspect. 43, 103, 258 ; and 
marriage^ 89, 90. 102, 103, 254, 
255 ; relatiDndiipg, 67,04 , 143 
155,254 270; wma^c, taboca 

sexual Ikeucp, 0^ 

StJtmi Lift ef Savaga, citedp 89 o., 
lOS 

ihame {kambulS}, 28. 75. 127* 123* 
129; absence uf. 145* ISt, 238; 
moral attitiidea^ 

Sharp, 71 O-, 77 u.., 66. 04 n.. 
105, Il4. 204 n, 

shidl oruameots, «« djaguli^ pind^ 
jmuwimija 

aiSting?, male, 145. 227; fernale, 
63, 120, 147; opposite sex, 33* 
52. 7lp 148. 240 
Eistefa, AH ribHugu 
akiU, of men, 16. 165^ 179: of 
Womca, 23, $8, J85 
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oociil HO 

SQci&l pcrsoiiHlity of child, 80: 
o/ men, SO-1, 1S4 ; €f womep. 
Sir 104. 277 

CGrrobora^, 

iiGSceryr 14S, l€7, 170, 208, 

211 «.* 2|Sr 249, 2S1 ^ di\Tiiatiiio 
ai, 179, ISS, 212,213*251 : women 
and. 212 ; iff mcdiclae^iDAn 

Bpw, 5, 6 : nuinaOictiu:? of. 7, 14, 
163 r St* fighting, 
u^arman 

n»lh iff ritual fpnfiiil&e 
Spencer, B., 24 n., 44 n.* 57 n.^ 
SS. 97 n.p 99 n., IS9, 291 n., 
219, 22S Q., 22? n., 22S n,, 
230 R. 

Epirit-centre in.'anyig^a.rfM 

30. 31, 45, 49, 50, 194, 210, 217. 
218, 230 

Apirit^children (djinganfrit.'ny), 31 ; 
beliefs, 41, 45, 56, 90, 10$, 194, 
253 : and cooceptiofl:, 41-5, 56, 
59. 74 

spints of the dead IdjuRrTi), 44, fi2, 
75, iS5. 208, 210. 211, 214* 2lS, 
216, 217. 21S* 230 
Ephrimol affiliationa, ai women; 

Ch. Vlll^ toteini«in. etc.) 
StanacT, W. H., 35. 66 m, SO, 64 n., 
104, 105, 117, li% 130. 152, 156* 
166, 171. 17611., 238 £1., 233 m 
fitare, 12 

AtatifiticE ; mArriageft, ll5, 128 ; 

polygamy* tt4 

status: of men, 163, 251 ; of 
women, 157. 1$8, 237, 266, 271 
Aterility, 106. 107; 1S€, 233 
Atoriiig. 34, T9 

stmugeTS (Aamafi), 62, 139. 203, 257 
siring, 163. 5S1 : we^ng of. 215, 
242 

AnbinciEion, 67^ 82^ 99, 155, [69, 
2)02, £22, 224, 225, 235. 244 j 
r53e of women fn, 228 
EubACciion, 39. 45 fi.. 123, 174 S.. 
184, 193 : and MnahJp* 47, $2, 
U7 fi., 174 ; and local organj^a- 
tion, 48; and mamagn, HO, 
112. 116, 117 11.: and wonum, 
122 

AUceessjqn. 178 

Eugar-bag (P.E. for wild tonfly) 
saperoatufal, ste rcUgion^ totemimi, 
tldrv^gam; tdtemic ancestors, 
etc. 

sweat, nse of^ 225* 248 


T 

Taboos tgumbu), 156, 207, 239-240. 
244 , 246; food, 56, 78 and n.. 
94, 100. 169 206, 214, 

225, 234. 241* 258; xx, $6. 93, 
108, 154, 224, 238, 239p 241; 
penalties for infriD^eincnt ofj 
211, 224* 229, 236, 239^-240. 247, 
257 ■ fnaction of, £23 8.; 
menstmatidD. death* avoidanco 
Tanaini, 98, 239 
Tapliii, G,, 85 n., 91, 238 n. 
tocEuiGlo^* 162 dr: iffl fffsQ tipeare, 
boomerangai (fwrMtjfl, oniamcate 
Tlltopia, 41^ 89^ 151 n. 
time : me&Suremirflt of^ 12 
Time Long Pest («■ 

138. 192 fi. 

tdaeradce. 81. 199. 200, 275 
toteimsm, 4, 9, 139, 162, 190 ff., 
£09, 221, m, 230, 232. 234. 277 ; 
chOd's knowledge of* 74 : 
|iit]c:tidi]i, 208 

totemic aacestora, 3, 4, 8, 45, 7S-9, 
138-9, 172, 193. 195, 197, 19® ft., 
209, £1$. 217, 220, 230. 232. 234* 
235. 239. 245, 256 ; attitude* to^ 
138: iff ^ampgawi 

totems, definition. 197 ; cnm^eptinii 
<8fmo). ^2. 74, 1S4 fl. ; enU-* 
154, 177, 197, 221, 222, 224, 230. 
232. 245, 246 ; dream- (gtirnji;), 
44* 74, 177, 196 If. ; moiety-, 
196; subsection- 123, 

195 ff. 

tree-bndal, st* burial 
tribes, ses Djaru, Lunga. etc.: 
contact between, 79. 164; an 
unit. IS4, 205 
Trobti^dA. 166 

ifvmnei, 18, 42 79, 34, 126, 130, 

154, 163, 171. 184. 190* 201, 219, 
220, 221^2, m. 225, 227 R,, 
237, 245, 248, 262 I ftuiEtidn* of, 
Ti7, 229* 230. 231 

V 

UmbilicaJ cord, S?, 218. 242, 244 

* V 

Valuables [fruffid:)* 166 fl.. 247 
value. 185, 171 ; of women— 
economic, 38, 38. 74, 80, 90* 
100 J29, 132, 148. 165, 2l8; 
—sdCial, 37 ft.* SO, 90, lOO, 132, 
iSa, 213. 218, 277 
vanity, 19, 119, 129, 150 
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venereal diieiM. 107, 250 
Victoria Rivftf, 256 
Victorian THtxs, 24 il. 

Violet VaJJev Statipn^ SS n., 78, 
]45, m, 170 
viiiU^ M jaunieys 

W 

iroiid; (type of tfufw^a}, £27, 229 
wa^dji (morally wroug}| 256, 268: 
w maiTiago 

waJkaboiit (P.E. far jcmniey) 
Waneisa Tribe, 20, iss, tH, 243, 
257, 261 0 ., 2S7 

wany4^.-ra i£a,^ (gpirit-cestre^ am) 
ftwdmd/ir (hwked spear)^ L63, ]66^ 
J72 

vraifart. Ml. 179. 1S5, 227, 272 
Warner^ W. L., 37 a., fiti, &4 a^, 
112. 113^14. 131. 137.130, i+Oa,, 
150, 164. IfiS. 2L9, 220, 226 a.. 
250. 237 n., 277 

wealtb, if# excbaHEcv. p(rc~ 

perty^ 174 

weapons, ter apesr, boomerangs 
Weifgwood, C.. 273 n. 
weeping. 80, 146, 147 
WeatcimBJxk, 104 
widow, 33, I ^7. 209. 215: widower, 
215 

wife, fjw marriage 
Wikiaimium Tribe. 56 a., 113 
WHfaaeU. j. G., 225 n, 

WdUmbMp !27 

Wolmeri Tribe, 12, 04. 98. 115 
134 n.. 125 a., 126, 138^ 163, 
173. 175. 177, t83, 164, 185, 190, 
197, 189, 207, 222, 226> 228, 220, 


I 234. 235, 240. 241, 243. 245, 256, 
260 261 a., 265 

waaiim ( 4 ^ und^r cbildral, 
daughter, ecoacmice. bon^, 
aiB^mge. mother. vnJae. 

widaw^ social persomUity) : 
attitude to men, 112,165, 330 ft.; 
oii a group, 179. 183, ISS; kin¬ 
ship gmupe, 174, 177; leader¬ 
ship, 1 SO A. j law. 126, 184, 275 j 
poUtkai orgoaijeatloa. 177 fl- j 
pofiitiaa ob 165, 218-220; aad 
nsligiqa, 204 ff.* 332 ff, ; be*, IQ3, 
H3, sp^tual affiHatfons 

of, iM. 203 ; tecbaology, 1S4 ft. i 
tribe. 184 ; wort; jw tin^^r 

foraging, carrying, etc, 
work, AM undfr ccancinlcsw Ijech- 
nolc^ 

I Wu3a Tribe, 17, 99, 146,152, 166 n.. 
184, 233 ft., 243 
witiadny (lacreaae site—LJ 
nnfiiiin jlrade partEiErK 167 f., 
206. 248, 257 

W^end, 111, 145, 163. 229, 

Y 

VrH^jf.Ti (wQmen’a secret corro- 
bmee), 256. 267 

yirhindji (women's secret com- 
bqfw), 256 250 

YiryiraiiTribe. lOf, 204 ft, 

Vee^ (wtimeii'5 corroboree)^ 78* 
06, 226 

young men and women^ m 
odoleGcence 
[ Yudubeia, 148, 1^ 
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